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INTRODUCTION 


Buddha Was Thin 


THERE’S A LOT YOU DON’T KNOW ABOUT BUDDHA. 

To start with, Buddha was thin. The pudgy statues you see smiling at 
you at Chinese restaurants and yoga studios aren’t actually Buddha—or not 
the Buddha anyway, not the one who lived in ancient India and meditated a 
lot and ultimately began teaching what we now call Buddhism. That chubby 
guy is a fabled monk who wandered the Chinese countryside at least a 
thousand years later, performing minor magic and predicting the future. 
Over the years he became a folk hero and a symbol of happiness and good 
fortune. He’s especially popular in Japan these days, where they call him 
Hotei (pronounced hoe-tay) and see him as a jolly old man—a little like 
Santa Claus, but handing out luck instead of toys. 

Hotei muddied the waters a bit by composing a poem on his deathbed 
suggesting he might have been the reincarnation of some other Buddha. But 
he was certainly not the original Buddha. Statues and paintings of the real 
Buddha typically show him as lean and trim—even in his younger years as 
a pampered prince. (More on that in a minute.) By all accounts he was a 
pretty good-looking guy. Buddha was many things over the course of his 
life, but he was never fat. 

In fact, you’ll sometimes see images of the Buddha looking downright 
skeletal. Those depict the years when Buddha was on a diet. That’s right— 
Buddha tried dieting, too. And it worked—sort of. They say he lost so much 
weight that his ribs “jutted out as gaunt as the crazy rafters of an old 


roofless barn”! and if you touched his stomach you could feel his spine.7 In 
other words, he got thin thin. 


Buddha wasn’t dieting to look good in a swimsuit. He wasn’t even 
technically the Buddha yet. He was just a normal guy a little confused about 
life. Back then, there was already a long tradition in India of trying to 
liberate the mind through conquering the body. Modern yoga has its roots in 
these ascetic practices, which involved not just stretching your body into 
proscribed poses and postures, but sleeping on a bed of nails, beating 
yourself with branches, holding your breath for minutes on end, and fasting 
for days, weeks, even months at a time. That’s what Buddha was trying. 

To understand how he got to that point, you need to know a bit more 
about his life story. Buddha was born into a royal family in India about 
twenty-five hundred years ago. They gave him the hopeful name of 


Siddhartha, which means roughly “the one who achieves his goals.”> There 
were various miracles around his birth, and a local soothsayer foretold that 
Siddhartha would grow up to be either a powerful ruler or a great sage. This 
was no contest for his father and mother—being royals themselves, they 
wanted him to go the ruler route. They became the original helicopter 
parents and did everything they could to shelter him from the slightest pain 
or discomfort, trying to steer him firmly toward the secular. They banned 
anything that might lead him down the spiritual path, even posting guards at 
the gates to keep all unhappy people away. They filled his life with every 
luxury imaginable. 

Like most attempts to shelter our kids, this worked for a while—and 
then it didn’t. Siddhartha had a nagging feeling that there was more to life 
than fun and games. One day he convinced his servant to help him sneak 
out of the palace grounds. As he rode his horse through the local village, he 
had his first encounters with real human suffering. He saw sickness, old 
age, and death. And all of a sudden, he realized he couldn’t continue his life 
in his parents’ artificial Shangri-La and vowed to make a change. He saw 
one of those wandering ascetics crisscrossing India, and decided to give that 
life a try. 

So that’s how Siddhartha ended up on a crazy diet and looking much 
like a corpse. He probably didn’t like dieting any more than you do. And 
worse, it didn’t really work. He lost weight, of course—anyone can lose 
weight temporarily if they completely stop eating—but it didn’t bring him 


any closer to enlightenment. It certainly didn’t point him toward the end of 
suffering. It only made him suffer more. 

Siddhartha had starved himself nearly to death by the time he figured 
out he had to stop. Denying his body even the most basic sustenance wasn’t 
any better than his parents’ approach of wallowing in every possible 
pleasure. And he saw that if he continued any longer, his life would simply 
end. He would die right there, no better off, no wiser than when he left 
home. 

Luckily, at that exact moment, a young girl walked by and saw him 
sitting there pathetically, nearly on his last breath. She felt sorry for him and 
offered him some milk. He accepted it gratefully, and the milk saved his life 
and gave him enough strength to continue his meditations. That’s when he 
realized that food was not an enemy to be resisted. Food was essential to 
sustain his body, and his body was essential to living a meaningful life. 
There had to be a middle ground between torturing himself like the ascetics 
and indulging his every whim like his parents. 

With that realization, Siddhartha experienced enlightenment. He became 
the Buddha— which literally means the “awakened one.” It was as if he had 
been asleep all his life, alternating between sweet dreams and horrible 
nightmares, and then finally he woke up. 

Buddha went on to become a great teacher, just as the soothsayer 
predicted, traveling around what is now India and Nepal expounding on his 
“middle way.” After his death, these teachings spread farther, eventually 
covering nearly all of Asia. In the twentieth century, they reached Europe, 
Africa, and the Americas, too. 

The Buddha taught a lot. The oldest collections of his lectures run about 
20,000 pages. Seriously. The Chinese versions— which add some lectures 
they say were discovered later—are a whopping 80,000 pages. To put that 
in perspective, the Bible has around 1,000 pages. And the Bible is the work 
of several teachers— Moses, the Prophets, the Apostles, Saint Paul, etc. So 
Buddha’s teachings would fill somewhere between 20 and 80 whole Bibles, 
depending on whom you ask, all composed by one guy. 

Buddha lectured on almost every topic you can imagine, but once he 
decided it was okay to eat now and then, he didn’t seem to think that much 
about food. He mentions it only a few times in all those thousands and 
thousands of pages. 


And honestly, you shouldn’t think too much about food, either. But you 
probably do. 

This book looks at Buddha’s middle way as it applies to eating. We call 
it Buddha’s Diet. It isn’t complicated or expensive. You don’t need to join a 
club or buy special meals or juices. There aren’t obscure ingredients to eat 
every day or to banish from your kitchen altogether. You just need to follow 
a few guidelines that Buddha worked out. These will help you lose weight 
and feel better and eventually stop thinking about food much at all. 

But why should you care what some Indian guy said about dieting over 
two thousand years ago? Haven’t we learned a lot about food and nutrition 
since then? 

You’d be surprised. 

A lot of what we thought we learned has turned out not to be true. 
Cholesterol was bad, and then it wasn’t. We substituted sugar for fat, then 
found out that was the wrong way around. Not everyone can agree if meat 
is healthy or not, or if soy is better or worse. Countless fad diets have come 
and gone. And through it all, we’re still getting fatter and fatter, and less 
and less healthy. 

Luckily we’re finally starting to see some good science on eating and 
obesity. And believe it or not, many of the best recent results echo Buddha’s 
original teachings. The former prince was on to something. 

Buddha’s teachings were all about moderation. A lot of us are stuck in 
the same extremes Buddha rejected—eating everything that’s not nailed 
down one month, then starving ourselves on some crazy diet the next. And 
it doesn’t work. We end up overweight and unhappy, wasting time fighting 
with food when we should be living our lives. Buddha’s Diet can help you 
change that. 

You’ll lose weight without losing your mind. 
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CHAPTER 1 


Of Mice and Monks 


PEOPLE HAVE BEEN TELLING EACH OTHER WHAT TO EAT for thousands of 
years. Most of the major religions around the world include some sort of 
dietary restrictions. Islam prohibits pork. Orthodox Jews refrain from 
mixing milk and meat. Catholics avoid certain foods during Lent. Some 
devout Hindus don’t just eschew eating animals, but also shy away from 
certain root vegetables because harvesting them kills the plant. 

Back when Buddha laid down rules for his followers, he didn’t follow 
this pattern. In the West we often assume that Buddhists are vegetarians— 
and certainly some of them are—but that’s not generally the case. Nothing 
in the original Buddhist scriptures prohibits eating meat, and there are many 
ancient stories of the Buddha and his first disciples eating all kinds of 


food. Some people are surprised to learn that even His Holiness the Dalai 
Lama eats meat—and grew up eating almost nothing else, since very few 
plants grow well in the harsh altitudes of Tibet. To this day in most of Asia, 
Buddhist vegetarians are the exception, not the rule. 

In fact, although he gave incredibly detailed instructions on things like 
where his monks could sleep and what they could wear, the Buddha said 
very little about what his followers could or couldn’t eat. On the contrary, 
tradition stated that monks should eat whatever was offered to them. In 
much of Southeast Asia, saffron-robed monks can still be seen making their 
alms rounds every morning, and then eating whatever their generous 
neighbors put in their begging bowls. 

The one strict gastronomic rule the Buddha prescribed was that monks 
should avoid what he called “untimely eating.” Specifically, they should eat 


only between dawn and noon.” Afternoon and evening eating was strictly 
prohibited. The Buddha didn’t care too much what monks ate, but he cared 
a lot when they ate it. 

This may sound like an odd and nitpicky restriction, but Buddha clearly 
meant it seriously. When he later boiled down the 227 rules he had made for 
monks into a sort of top-ten list for novices in training, the first few were 
the ones you might expect—trules like no killing and no stealing. But his 


funny dietary restriction also made the cut.” When he whittled them down 
to eight rules that laypeople could observe if they wanted to get more 
serious about Buddhism, he included that they “should not eat at night or at 


an improper time.”4 
The Buddha gave a few different explanations for this seeming 
obsession with meal schedules. But one of his clearest was this: 


Monks, I do not eat in the evening. Because I avoid eating in 
the evening, I am in good health, light, energetic, and live 
comfortably. You, too, monks, avoid eating in the evening, and 


you will have good health.> 


Fast-forward to 2014, when Dr. Satchidananda Panda and his team of 
researchers at the prestigious Salk Institute for Biological Sciences in 


California published a fascinating study on obesity in mice.® They took one 
group of mice and instead of their normal chow, they offered them a diet of 
high-fat, high-calorie foods, and let them eat as much as they wanted. The 
results would surprise no one: the mice got fat. 

Then they took another group of mice and offered them exactly the 
same seemingly unhealthy diet, but this time they only let the mice eat for 
nine to twelve hours each day. During the rest of the day and night, the mice 
got only water. In other words, these mice had the same all-you-can-eat 
buffet of tasty, fattening treats for most of their waking hours. The one rule 
was that they could only stuff themselves during some of their waking 
hours. 

The scientists called this “time-restricted feeding,” and we’ll go into a 
lot more detail about the study in the chapter “Eating Like a Mouse.” But 
for now, suffice it to say that this time, the results were a surprise: none of 


these mice got fat. Something about matching their eating to their natural 
circadian rhythms seemed to protect the mice against all that otherwise 
fattening food. It didn’t matter if they loaded up with sugars and fats. It 
didn’t seem to matter what the mice ate, or even how much of it—only 
when they ate it. 

Somehow Buddha and the biologists had come to roughly the same 
conclusion. 

While much of the world still worries about starvation and malnutrition, 
here in the United States and other wealthy countries, obesity is a far 
greater concern. In many ways, this is an achievement. Most of us no longer 
fear wasting away after a bad drought or poor crop—fears that plagued 
humanity for most of history and still do in too many other places. Instead 
we live like the happy but unfortunate mice in that first experiment, 
surrounded by cheap, delicious food that we consume whenever we want. 

Yet this blessing has become a curse. The health risks of obesity have 
become well known, but a few bear repeating: heart disease, high blood 


pressure, diabetes.” Millions of Americans die from these weight-related 
diseases every year. Despite advances in medical care, by one estimate 
serious obesity still robs an average woman of seven years of life when all 


the health risks are added together.® We are literally eating ourselves to 
death. 
As if that wasn’t enough, there are real financial costs, too. Researchers 


at George Washington University estimated in 20109 that the total annual 


cost to a woman of being obese was $8,365? And that’s the annual cost. 
Much of this is from higher medical bills for all the obesity-related health 
issues. Another big chunk is from missing work due to those same health 
issues—and eventually from premature death. 

If you’re reading this book, you probably don’t need us to convince you 
of any of this. According to Gallup surveys, the majority of Americans 


want to lose weight—and this has been true for decades.10 A vast industry 
has developed to help us lose these unhealthy extra pounds, and virtually 
every conceivable diet has been proposed and promoted as a cure. Almost 
all of these revolve around eliminating something from our diet—and 
usually something we like. The gluten-free avoid breads, pastas, and most 


other grains. The paleo attempt to eat only what our distant ancestors may 
have consumed. Others eschew carbs, fats, sugar, or meat. 

Each of these diets has its enthusiasts, and undoubtedly each works for 
some people. But most of us find the complex rules hard to follow, at least 
for any prolonged period. The demands of jobs and family make these diets 
doubly difficult. We’re so stressed most days, we don’t have time to count 
calories or study the fine print of ingredients lists. Our lives are complicated 
enough. We don’t need a complicated diet. 

And worse, traditional diets can often feel like a punishment. Many of 
the things we’re told to avoid are the ones we most enjoy eating. This may 
actually be part of what makes those diets work for a while, tricking 
ourselves into eating less by making it so much less fun. The foods we love 
become relegated to guilty pleasures. Or they become rewards for good 
behavior, and leave us constantly judging ourselves and asking what we 
deserve to eat. Meals become exercises in deprivation rather than 
nourishment. 

This diet takes a different approach. What the Buddha called avoiding 
untimely eating and those scientists called time-restricted feeding, we call 
Buddha’s Diet. Rather than regimenting exactly what you eat, we focus on 
when you eat it. We don’t take it to the extreme of fasting after noon like 
Buddha’s monks, but we require you limit your eating to nine hours each 
day—more like those lucky mice. 

The rest of this book will help you understand and practice Buddha’s 
Diet in your own life. Part 1, “Insights,” gives you the basic background to 
understand what Buddha’s Diet is all about. In Buddhism, insight 
(vipasyana in Sanskrit) usually means understanding reality, and is the first 
step on the path to liberation. That’s true for dieting, too—the first step is to 
understand why we get overweight in the first place. We’ll say a bit more 
about those California mice and the revolutionary research behind our 
timely approach to eating. We’ll explain why limiting your meals to certain 
hours will help you lose weight and how this style of eating actually 
changes and heals your metabolism. 

Part 2, “Practices,” explains how to go about the diet itself. In 
Buddhism, practices (sadhana) are the specific techniques the Buddha 
taught. They are the nuts and bolts of the Buddha’s path, and this part of the 
book will give you the nuts and bolts of Buddha’s Diet. The principles are 


simple—we’ve already told you the basics—but they’re still a big change 
for most people. We’ll give you a step-by-step plan to make the transition 
painless and peaceful. We’ll also explain what really is known about the 
science of healthy eating, which is largely the same commonsense notions 
you’ve heard all your life—with maybe a few surprises. (If you want to cut 
to the chase and understand how to start Buddha’s Diet right now, you can 
pause here and begin reading chapter 4, “Buddha’s Diet.”) 

Part 3 is called “Hindrances.” In the Buddhist tradition, hindrances 
(nivarana) are the mental obstacles that stand in the way of our 
enlightenment. In dieting, they can be more practical roadblocks. What do I 
do when I’m hungry? What about eating with my kids? How can I go out 
on dates without late-night eating and drinking? And what about drinking in 
general? There are mental blocks to dieting, too. How can I stop eating 
when I’m stressed? How do I stop treating food as a reward? You probably 
have lots of questions about the details, and here we’ll give you the 
answers. 

Part 4, “Perfections,” tells you how Buddha’s Diet connects to all the 
other things the Buddha taught—how to live a healthy, happy, and mindful 
life. The Buddhist perfections (paramita) are the wonderful qualities we 
each develop as we travel along the path—and we’ll show you how to 
nurture these as you put Buddha’s Diet into practice. 

Eating should be a joy, not a battle. The Buddha called food one of the 


four essentials of human existence.!+ Food has an important and necessary 
place in our lives. Buddha’s Diet will help you keep it in that place. 


a The cost to men was less—which is annoying, although maybe not surprising. But looked at 
another way, this means the financial benefits of losing weight are higher for women than for men. 
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CHAPTER 2 


Why Do We Get Fat? 


BUDDHA LOVED DATA. MOST RELIGIONS ARE BUILT ON faith, but Buddha 
emphasized evidence. He wanted us to focus on seeing rather than 


believing.! “Something may be fully accepted out of faith,” he preached, 


“yet it may be empty, hollow, and false.” 

We’ve all been told a pretty simple story about why we get fat—we eat 
too much, or we exercise too little, or maybe both. One way or the other, we 
consume more calories than we burn, so we gain weight. And we’re usually 


told this as if it’s a completely self-evident law of nature.” 

But what does the evidence say? Medical researchers have been 
studying this question for decades. They have asked people to eat severely 
calorie-restricted diets—as little as 800 calories a day, probably less than 
half of what you’ll eat today. Yet very few of these poor test subjects have 


lost weight, and almost none kept it off.4 Study after study reaches the same 
conclusion: eating less—even a lot less—barely works, and the few pounds 
you may lose are quickly gained back. 

So why do we get fat if it isn’t overeating? Well, it’s a little more 
complicated. 

Your body’s metabolism is a very complex machine. It has to be. Think 
about this basic challenge: your heart, lungs, and brain have to work 24 
hours a day, every day of your life, and they need energy—calories—to do 
that. But even if you’re a compulsive snacker—and many of us are—you’re 
not actually eating constantly. So where does the energy come from in 
between? Who’s feeding calories to your heart in the middle of the night? 


This is why we have fat. There’s nothing wrong with fat— you need it 
for exactly this purpose. Fat is your energy bank. And you’d look terrible 
without fat, too—like Buddha during that awful emaciated phase. A little 
fat is a good thing. A lot, not so much. 

The number of fat cells you have is determined at birth. Whether you 


eat Big Macs or salads, you’ll have the same number.” Molecules of fat go 
in and out of these cells all day long, supplying energy whenever and 
wherever it’s needed. In a perfect world, our bodies would load up these fat 
cells during meals, and then slowly drain them the rest of the day and 


night.© They would act like the fuel tank of your car—filled up every so 
often, then gradually emptied as you drive around. 

The problems come when we can’t stop filling the tank. When you 
overfill your car, the tank just overflows and makes a mess. These days, you 
can’t even overfill it if you want to—the pumps just shut off. But your body 
doesn’t have that built-in switch. When you overfill your fat cells, they 
grow. And grow. You get fat. 

Our mitochondria are the tiny power plants of our cells—they take 
sugar and turn it into actual energy. When there’s more sugar in our 
bloodstream than our cells need, the mitochondria can’t keep up. Instead, 
the fat cells start filling up. This is all controlled by insulin, the hormone 
that signals for this whole process to get going. Insulin tells your cells to fill 


up those fat cells instead of draining them.“ 

Insulin is released whenever you eat sugar, or something (like simple 
carbohydrates) that can be easily digested into sugar. (It’s even released 
when you think about eating sugar, just to get the body ready.) So as long as 
you’re eating sugar, you’ll be pumping out lots of insulin. And as long as 
you’re pumping out lots of insulin, you’ll be loading up your fat cells. Your 
body just doesn’t have a choice—you won’t burn fat as long as there’s 
insulin ordering your cells to store it up. 

If we only eat sugar now and then, we’re usually fine. The problem is, if 
we eat too much, too often, we start to accumulate a lot of excess fat. And 
ironically, all this fat makes our bodies resistant to insulin. This increases 
the sugar in our blood, and triggers us to pump out even more insulin, 
which signals our cells to store even more fat, which then makes us even 


fatter and even more insulin-resistant.” The downward spiral continues 
unless we take some sort of drastic action. 

There’s no way to stop eating sugar—almost all food has some. But in 
most natural food, that sugar is bound up with things like protein, fiber, and 


water.® Unfortunately, our modern diet is filled with processed foods in 
which much of that buffer is stripped out, and lots of extra sugar is added 
in. This causes serious problems. In a groundbreaking study of obese 
children conducted at the University of California, San Francisco, a team of 
scientists led by Dr. Robert Lustig found that reducing the added sugar in 
kids’ diets by about two-thirds for just 10 days significantly improved their 


insulin sensitivity and other measures of metabolic health. This was 
without changing their total calorie intake, and with “intensive efforts” to 
prevent weight loss. 

What does any of this tell us about Buddha’s Diet? The bottom line is 
this: if we’re getting fat because all that sugar is overworking our 
metabolism and leaving our poor mitochondria unable to keep up, then 
somehow we need to give our cells a break. 

One approach, of course, would be to eat a lot less sugar and simple 
carbohydrates. This was the approach of that 10-day UCSF study. Several 
popular sugar-free or no-carb diets recommend just that, and claim good 


results. 10 

But those mice we met back in the first chapter suggest there’s another 
approach. Maybe what our exhausted metabolism really needs is not a 
lighter load throughout the day, but the equivalent of a good night’s sleep. 
Instead of asking those mitochondria to work a little less hard 24/7, we 
could give them some real time off. That’s what Buddha’s Diet does. 

This seems to be nature’s approach, too. If you look out in the wild, 
you’ll find very few examples of animals getting fat—at least not without 


good reason.!! Bears will put on weight before they go into hibernation, 


but then they’ll lose it again over the winter. Squirrels are much the same. 12 
When animals gain weight, it usually isn’t just because there’s extra food 
around—it’s because they want to, or need to. Their bodies are in control of 
their weight—not the other way around. 


And when you think about it, most of these animals also eat on a fairly 
strict schedule. Animals live on a circadian clock. If they’re nocturnal—like 
raccoons—they’ll eat only at night. If they’re diurnal—like those squirrels 
—they’ll eat during the day. But you don’t see squirrels grabbing a 
midnight snack, even when they live in a peaceful suburb where there’s 
plenty of food and hardly any predators. And you don’t see raccoons getting 
takeout from your trash cans during the day, even when it would be 
perfectly safe to do so. They seem programmed to eat at a certain time— 
and even when there’s food galore, they don’t seem to get obese the way we 
do. 

Now there are exceptions to this. As we saw with those famous mice, if 
we let them eat high-sugar foods any time they want, they quickly lose 
control of their weight. The addictive power of sugar seems so strong that it 
can overwhelm their natural rhythms. They needed those scientists to force 
them to stop eating for a while each day in order to keep their weight under 
control. 

You don’t have anyone monitoring your diet full-time, so you have to 
do it yourself. And while you might be able to mimic those mice and eat 
junk for 10 hours a day and still lose weight, it’s honestly a lot harder to do 
it that way. Sugar and carbs are so addictive that you’ll likely find yourself 
craving more, and that will leave you tempted to cheat. It’s like an alcoholic 
trying to stay sober at a bar—certainly possible, but a lot harder than it 
needs to be. 

You don’t have to banish these tasty foods altogether, but Buddha’s Diet 
is easier if you cut down on them, and follow some basic guidelines we’ll 
explain soon. But first, let’s delve a bit deeper into the research on those 
dieting mice. 

a Insulin does a lot of other things, too, but its role in regulating blood sugar is what matters most to 
us here. 
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CHAPTER 3 


Eating Like a Mouse 


IT’S VERY HARD TO DO GOOD SCIENCE ON DIET AND WEIGHT loss. If you ask 
people about their diet, they don’t tell the whole truth. One study of men 
and women who had struggled with dieting found that they underestimated 


their calorie consumption almost 50%!! And if you tell people to stick to a 
certain way of eating for any prolonged period, they usually don’t follow 
the instructions exactly. This makes it very hard for scientists to collect 
solid data. For example, scientists thought for years that eating many small 
meals instead of three large ones helped people lose weight. But when they 
accounted for all the misreporting by their subjects, they found the exact 


opposite. 

Worst of all, the gold standard of science—the randomized double-blind 
study—is almost impossible in dietary research. When scientists want to 
test out a new drug, they take a group of carefully selected volunteers and 
give half of them the real drug and half of them a placebo—and they don’t 
tell anyone who’s who, including most of the researchers working on the 
study. But if you try to do that with diets, you run into all sorts of problems. 
First, it’s much harder to get a group of volunteers to change the way they 
eat for weeks or months than it is to get them to take a few pills every day. 
Unless the volunteers are monitored 24/7, there’s a pretty good chance 
they’ Il eventually cheat—and then probably not admit it. 

Second, the volunteers will know they’re on a diet. You can’t really ask 
people to eat less, or stop eating carbs, or start eating paleo, or really change 
much of anything about their diet without them knowing it. You might think 
this wouldn’t matter, but lots of research over the years shows that it does. 


Maybe the volunteers have friends who tried gluten-free and didn’t lose 
weight, so they are subtly less motivated to follow the rules. Or the opposite 
—maybe they believe in the diet so much that they unconsciously make 
other changes in their lives that help it succeed. These things happen all the 
time in scientific studies, and they make the results very hard to interpret 
accurately. 

So how do scientists get around all these obstacles? How do they get 
people to stick to their experimental diets without knowing that they’re 
doing it? For the most part, they don’t. They study mice and rats instead. 

These little rodents are much more cooperative. And they don’t have 
nosy neighbors who’ ve already sworn off paleo or cleanses or whatever else 
you’re trying to study. Of course, some diets are hard to study in mice or 
other animals because they won’t necessarily eat all the same foods we do. 
But one great advantage of Buddha’s Diet and other time-based approaches 
is that they are very easy to study this way. If you want to see what happens 
when mice only eat for 9 hours a day, you just take away the food at other 
times. 

Is it wrong to manipulate our animal friends this way? It’s hard to know 
quite what Buddha would think. He did not impose any blanket prohibition 
on using animals for practical purposes, at least for laypeople. There is even 
a popular story of Buddha’s rebirth as a rabbit who offers his own body as 


food for a local priest.’ He didn’t consider animals to be on the same plane 
as humans—in fact, rebirth in the animal realm was seen as the unhappy 
consequence of some difficult past karma and was understood to involve 
more suffering than a human would expect. At the same time, he preached 
avihimsa, or noncruelty, to all sentient beings, including animals. “Not by 
harming life does one become noble,” he said, “one is termed noble for 


being gentle to all living things.”4 It seems safe to say that Buddha would 
insist that research animals were treated as humanely as possible, and used 
only to alleviate the causes of significant human suffering. Sadly, our 
obesity epidemic would seem to qualify in this regard. 

One of the first things scientists learned in these experiments was that 
time-restricted feeding seems to prevent mice from getting obese in the first 
place. We already discussed some of Dr. Satchidananda Panda’s studies at 
the Salk Institute in “Of Mice and Monks.” Ordinary mice who are given 


unlimited access to high-fat foods get fat. When instead the food is offered 
only for nine hours a day, consistent with their natural feeding cycle, the 


mice seem to eat the same number of calories, but they don’t gain weight.” 
They also don’t run into all the metabolic problems that plague the fat mice. 

It’s a little harder to study actual weight loss in mice, because mice 
aren’t naturally fat to begin with. You have to help them gain weight. To do 
this, the Salk Institute researchers started the mice on the all-you-can-eat 
high-fat diet for 13 weeks, then switched them to the time-restricted diet for 


12 weeks.® Sure enough, the mice gained considerable weight during the 
first phase, but then lost 5% on average when they limited their eating hours 
again. That’s like a 160-pound person losing eight pounds—equivalent to a 
pound dropped for every week and a half of dieting. Mice who were kept on 
the unrestricted diet for 26 weeks and then switched to a time-restricted diet 
lost even more—12% over 12 weeks—presumably because they got more 
obese at the start. That’s like going from 160 pounds down to 141 in under 
three months. 

A few studies of time-restricted diets have been done using actual 
people. Since the rules are so much simpler than they are for many other 
diets, it’s a bit easier to get reliable volunteers, although you still can’t make 
the tests “blind”—everyone knows when they’re eating and when they 
aren’t. Happily, though, the studies that have been done have come out well 
for this time-restricted approach. For example, on one study of 29 young 
men, eliminating all nighttime eating for just two weeks caused them to lose 


about a pound on average.’ Again, that’s about half a pound per week—and 
they allowed a full 13 hours of eating, considerably more than we 
recommend on Buddha’s Diet. In another study, a group of normal-weight, 
middle-aged adults were asked to restrict their eating to a 4-hour (!) period 


for 8 weeks.® They lost an average of 3 pounds on this fairly extreme diet, 
or a bit under a half pound per week—perhaps less than you’d expect, but 
this may be because none of them was overweight to start with. 

More recently, Dr. Panda has also moved from mice to men—and 
women. He and his colleagues recruited a small group of overweight adults 
to use a smartphone app to track their eating throughout the day by taking 
photos of everything they ate. They then asked these volunteers to limit 


their eating to 10-12 hours—all of whom previously had been eating for at 
least 14 hours a day. They asked them to keep this up for 16 weeks, without 
making any other suggestions about diet or nutrition changes, and weighed 
everyone before and after. Sure enough, almost everyone lost weight, with 
an average loss of over 7 pounds (or about half a pound per week again). 
Not only that, but everyone in the study expressed an interest in staying on 


the diet, and they maintained their weight loss after a full year.” 

Taken together, the scientific evidence is pretty clear: limiting your 
eating to certain hours will help you lose weight. In the next chapter, we’ ll 
tell you how to make this way of eating work for you. 


PART 2 


PRACTICES 
ed 


wy 


=. 


CHAPTER 4 


Buddha’s Diet 


DR. PANDA’S SMARTPHONE STUDY DID MORE THAN PROVE that Buddha’s Diet 
works—it also shed light on how Americans actually eat. If you ask people 
about their diet, they’ll probably tell you they eat three meals a day, with 
maybe occasional snacks scattered in between. But when Dr. Panda looked 
at all the photos people took of their food, he found something else entirely: 


people pretty much eat all day long. 1 

Many of the subjects in the trial ate more than a dozen times a day. The 
median time from first meal to last was almost 15 hours—meaning that half 
the people ate for even longer than that every day! Only about 10% initially 
ate for 12 hours or less. 

There’s nothing particularly natural about this modern habit of eating all 
the time. If you’ve ever been camping, you’ ve probably had the experience 
of trying to cook in the dark. It’s no fun at all—and cleaning up after is even 
worse. Now imagine trying to do the same thing without flashlights or 
electric lanterns, with just the flicker of the fire and maybe the faint glow of 
an oil lamp. It suddenly becomes a whole lot of work to make yourself a 
late-evening dinner, and almost impossible to whip up a midnight snack. 

Before industrial times, people didn’t do all that much after dark 
because, well, it was too dark. In northern India, where the Buddha lived, 
there was often less than eleven hours of daylight each day— and as little as 
five hours of bright sun. People had to squeeze in not just eating, but 
cooking, cleaning, dressing, washing, planting, harvesting, and just about 
everything else during those hours. And these folks had it easy compared to 
the countless generations who lived before human agriculture—those poor 


souls had to hunt and kill their food during those same few hours, too. 
Many of them probably ate the way lions and tigers and our other carnivore 


cousins do in the wild—not even every day, let alone all day long.2 

So when Buddha insisted that monks not eat after noon, he was 
certainly suggesting a change, but not quite as radical a change as it might 
seem today. The idea that we should eat sporadically across all our waking 
hours is not much older than the lightbulb, and is certainly not how humans 
originally evolved to eat. In evolutionary terms, it might as well have 
happened yesterday—and in countries like Burma, Thailand, and Sri Lanka, 
hundreds of thousands of Buddhist monks still follow the Buddha’s strict 
eating schedule every day. 

With Buddha’s Diet, we return to something more like that original style 
of eating, and we give our metabolisms the same nice, long break each 
night that our ancestors did. It may feel unnatural at first, but everyone on 
earth used to eat this way—and almost all of the animal kingdom still does. 

We all know that bad habits can be hard to break, and for many people 
bad eating habits are harder than most. So we recommend a gradual 
approach. You don’t have to change your whole eating routine overnight— 
just follow these few steps, and in a short time, you’ll be on Buddha’s Diet. 


STEP 0: ROUND-THE-CLOCK EATING 


Step 0 is where you are now, your baseline, and probably the reason you’re 
reading this book in the first place. Our goal is to have you out of Step 0 
very quickly. Today, actually. As we’ve discussed, round-the-clock eating, 
in the mindless style many of us consider normal, is not normal at all. 
Unfortunately in many parts of the world—and the United States in 
particular—cheap, easily accessible, and poor quality food is ready and 
waiting for us 24/7. This diagram illustrates the unfortunate, modern norm 
for eating in this country, with meals and snacks consumed throughout the 
day: 


16 HOURS 


In looking at this diagram you may be thinking: That’s ridiculous, I 
don’t eat for 16 hours! Really? Think about it. Remember, everything 
counts. Just because you aren’t having a meal, doesn’t mean you aren’t 
eating. Do you have a snack while watching TV before bed? Do you finish 
your glass of wine an hour before you turn in for the night? All that counts. 
Now that you notice your current eating clock is way too generous, it’s time 
to move to start dialing it back. 


STEP 1: THE 12-HOUR WINDOW 


The first true step of Buddha’s Diet is to confine your eating to 12 hours a 
day. Don’t worry about changing what you eat or how much you eat— just 
do it all within 12 hours. The most natural schedule for most people is 
something like 7 a.m. to 7 p.m. or 8 a.m. to 8 p.m., but choose a window 
that works for you. If you work an early shift, maybe you need to have 
breakfast at 6 a.m. If you’re a late-riser (or a college student), maybe you 
want to start your eating day at 10:00 a.m. or 10:30 a.m.—but try not to let 
it get too late. There is some evidence that eating late at night can be 


problematic, especially when you’re trying to lose weight.” We don’t know 
exactly why this is, but it may be that the body has a harder time dealing 
with all those calories when your metabolism is operating out of sync with 
your circadian rhythm. (This is especially tricky if you have to work a night 
shift. Recent studies suggest nighttime work and daytime sleep makes 


weight loss more challenging,“ in part because the body seems to burn 
calories differently when you sleep during the day.) 

Whatever window you choose, make sure you finish dinner (and eating 
—so dessert, snacks, everything) within 12 hours from the start of 
breakfast, as this diagram shows: 


12 HOURS 


Keep in mind that while we include snacks in the 12-hour window 
diagram, you don’t have to snack. More than likely though, you are 
snacking during these hours— maybe even a lot. But how many meals and 
snacks you eat is up to you at this point. We are focused on the when, not 
the how much or the what. A lot of people don’t need to adjust any meal 
times to make this work, but you do have to stop nighttime nibbling. 

One thing you may notice at this step is just how much you used to eat 
after dinner. In the smartphone study, participants ate over a third of their 
calories after 6 p.m.— and almost all of those were probably unnecessary. 
As the scientists put it in precise technical terms, “food consumed after 6:36 


p.m. exceeded the maintenance calories requirement.”> Whether it’s 
popcorn while you stream a movie or a cocktail on the couch, you may be 
surprised by how much you used to consume in the evening. All of this has 
to stop. (And yes, drinking counts. We have a whole chapter on this coming 
up.) 

In many ways, this first step is both the easiest and the hardest. It’s easy 
because many of us don’t even need to reschedule any of our real meals— 
or we need to shift them only very little—to squeeze them into 12 hours. 
But it’s hard because we have to pay attention to when we’re eating, and we 
have to train ourselves to stop, completely, when our time is up. You’ll 
probably find that a lot of what you were eating after dinner was of the 
empty calories variety, or just plain old junk food. Almost no one whips up 
a kale salad or a roast when they’re craving a snack at 11 p.m.—we grab ice 
cream or chips or something else easy, processed, and often unhealthy. A 
side benefit of minimizing your eating hours in the evening is you simply 
won’t reach for so much of that stuff anymore. There may be a few nights at 


first when you can’t imagine you’ll make it until morning without a snack. 
But you will. 

How long should you be on this step? We recommend staying on each 
step for two weeks. For some, two weeks is too aggressive. This may be 
especially true if you have family or job responsibilities that need to be 
adjusted to make this work. But only move to the next step when you’ve 
stayed on this schedule for two weeks straight with no more than one 
“cheat day” per week. If that takes you four weeks, that’s okay, too. 
Buddha spent years as a wandering ascetic before discovering his middle 
way. Success is more important than speed. Soon this will all become 
second nature. Remember that you are forming new patterns and with them 
a new eating clock. You may start losing weight as soon as you get to Step 1 
—in fact, the harder this step is for you, the more likely it will lead to 
immediate weight loss. Although weight loss usually starts slowly, a 
realistic goal is to lose between half a pound and a pound per week on 
Buddha’s Diet, just as we saw in those studies in the previous chapter. This 
may not sound like much, but keep in mind that you’re in this for the long 
haul. And you’re creating a brand-new eating mind-set that will serve you 
for a lifetime. Even half a pound per week could add up to twenty pounds 
this year. (And we have a whole chapter on weighing yourself next.) 


STEP 2: THE 11-HOUR WINDOW 


The next step is to start shrinking your eating window. We’ll start by 
reducing it by an hour—to 11 instead of 12. Where you want to take that 
hour from is up to you. For some people, the easiest way to do this is to 
push breakfast an hour later. If you were eating 7 a.m. to 7 p.m., try 8 a.m. 
to 7p.m. instead. If you exercise in the mornings, postpone breakfast until 
after that. If you go straight to work, maybe you can bring breakfast with 
you and make it a midmorning break once you get settled. At first you’ll 
probably be hungry in the mornings, but this is more from habit than 
biological need. The other option is to take that hour from the evening, 
bumping up dinner an hour earlier. In general, we will be moving in that 
direction anyway, toward less food in the evenings, so trying it out now will 
give you a preview of the next step in the diet. It may feel strange to shave 
this time off your eating schedule at first. But you’re not going to starve. 


Unless you are already skeletally thin, you have more than enough reserves 
to get you through that extra hour. 

Again, your goal is to stay on this step for two weeks before moving on 
to the next. Nobody is perfect, and we understand that everyone will slip up 
now and then. There’s even some reason to believe a little bit of “cheating” 
on a diet can be healthy. (We have a chapter on that coming up.) But if 
you’re having more than one cheat day a week, you haven’t mastered the 
step. Too many cheat days equals erratic eating. And erratic eating means 
you’ve landed yourself back in Step 0. 

Once you’ve successfully mastered Step 2, your meal schedule looks 
like this (assuming you’ve taken that hour from the evening): 


11 HOURS 


> M OS 


Note that a few people have serious medical issues that require them to 
spread their eating over more than 11 hours. Some people get migraines if 
they don’t eat as soon as they wake up. Others may have to titrate their 
blood sugar carefully and eat lots of small meals to keep it in range. If you 
have a medical need to eat at certain times, you should certainly talk to your 
doctor before making any changes. Even the Buddha made exceptions for 
monks who were ill. 


STEP 3: THE 10-HOUR WINDOW 


Now you’re ready to take things a bit further and reduce your eating down 
to 10 hours. To do this, you probably need to shift both your breakfast and 
your dinner—possibly all three meals. We don’t recommend shortening 
your eating window by skipping breakfast altogether and eating, say, 
between noon and 10 p.m. Again, there just seems to be something 


especially challenging for our bodies about late-night eating— outside our 
natural circadian rhythm—and it is often harder to make good food choices 


then, foSo your best bet is stopping earlier in the day and not starting later. 

You will probably find that with your meals spaced more closely 
together, you don’t need to snack like you used to. Squeezing three meals 
into 10 hours means your meals are rarely more than three hours apart. This 
makes it much less likely that you’ll get hungry in between—and if you do, 
the next meal is coming up so soon that you can just wait. 

The 10-hour window can be challenging, especially if you’ve been used 
to eating a lot outside of these hours. Even if the other steps have been 
relatively easy, this may be the one that takes more than two weeks to get 
right. Don’t worry too much about that—you will master the step, just as 
you’ve mastered the others. It may simply take a bit longer. 

You may find there are plenty of times when the 10-hour window is 
particularly difficult—maybe you are putting in long hours at work or you 
find yourself needing to have a later dinner because a child has soccer 
practice in the evening or you’re going out. How do you pull off the 10- 
hour window then? It’s actually not as challenging as you might think, and 
we address many of these hurdles specifically in later chapters. The truth is, 
life will never be perfectly aligned to follow any diet, ever. You will have 
slipups now and then—we all do. A little bit of cheating isn’t the end of the 
world. But you can still get to your weight loss goals a lot faster, more 
enjoyably, and more consistently if you try your best to stick to these eating 
windows as many days as you can. And like the other steps, you need to be 
on the schedule for at least two weeks with no more than one cheat day 
each week to continue. 

One thing you can do as you are planning your hours is to consider what 
your life is like at this very moment. For example, it’s probably not a great 
idea to start this diet over the holidays, when you’ll be expected to join lots 
of big, late dinners or parties, and not ideal to start when adjusting to a new 
work routine, either. While Buddha’s Diet isn’t nearly as restrictive as some 
(a carb-free Thanksgiving can be pretty depressing) it’s still one more thing 
to take on during a busy and stressful time when eating schedules are often 
disrupted. 


But once you start the 10-hour window, you’ll find that soon enough 
you’ll adjust, and after a while, you won’t think much about the diet at all 
because it will have become second nature. 

This leaves us with an eating schedule that looks like this: 


10 HOURS 


STEP 4: THE 9-HOUR WINDOW 


You will have noticed weight loss in Step 3, especially if you were eating 
well outside the 10-hour window before. If you are already seeing good 
results, you may want to stay on that schedule for a few extra weeks and see 
if that weight loss continues at the rate you hope. However, the goal of this 
diet and the way to reap the most benefits is by reducing to nine hours, 
giving you a schedule that looks like this: 


9 HOURS 


One thing you’ll likely find with a 9-hour eating window is that you 
don’t need to eat as much at dinner. This seems counterintuitive—after all, 
this dinner has to last you 15 hours until breakfast! But you’ll be asleep 
much of that time, and your body will naturally slow down. Because dinner 


will now inevitably be closer to lunch, you just won’t be as hungry. (Of 
course, what you eat at these meals will also affect how hungry you are— 
and a chapter on “What to Eat” is coming up.) 

Whatever you do, resist the temptation to load up on extra food because 
you’re worried about being hungry later. You’re not a bear going into 
hibernation— you have a good breakfast coming in the morning. Eat only 
what you feel you need right now, and you may find that the hunger you 
were worried about never comes. 

The other nice thing about the 9-hour window is that there’s a little 
more room for error. Maybe despite your best intentions, you just can’t get 
dinner made and eaten in time. Or you have an early meeting and just have 
to eat breakfast before you get to work. Or maybe you’re at home with sick 
kids all day and you’re just trying to survive. If you miss your deadline by a 
bit on this schedule, you’ll still be well within the 10-hour window—likely 
a huge improvement on your old eating habits. 

Once you’re on the nine-hour window, you’re on Buddha’s Diet. 
Congratulations, you’ve done it. You are what Buddha might call a 
sottapana, a “stream-enterer.” It is now only a matter of time before you 
reach your weight loss goal. 

Not only that, but you will have also changed your eating habits. 
Forever. That mindless grazing you used to do at night? Gone. The 
thoughtless snacking throughout the day to combat boredom and stress? 
Finished. The all-hours buffet of bad choices? Over. Your mind has 
undergone a change as much as your body has. You’ll see this in the form 
of greater discipline, more selective choices, and increased mindfulness 
about eating. When the hours and the things you eat take on increased 
importance, it quickly becomes easier to move away forever from the free- 
for-all foraging of your old life. 

There are people out there who advocate even smaller eating windows 


6 


than 9 hours. One recent book suggests six,” while other studies have even 


limited participants to a single meal.” And, of course, there are all those 
actual monks, eating only between dawn and noon. But in the spirit of the 
middle way, we feel that the 9-hour window of Buddha’s Diet represents the 
right balance. It is a change, and leads to some obstacles that the next part 
of the book will address. But at the same time, it’s entirely doable. Pushing 


your breakfast a little later and eating an earlier dinner isn’t that hard. 
Before the modern era, just about everyone did it. You can, too. 


à There are some conflicting studies on late-night eating, probably in part because people who eat 
late also have different sleep patterns, which also affects their weight. But the tendency to binge-eat 
at night is well established, and there are no studies suggesting it’s a good idea. 
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CHAPTER 5 


What Did Buddha Weigh? 


HOW MUCH DID BUDDHA WEIGH? WE HAVE NO IDEA. HE didn’t know, either. 
Although simple balance scales have been around just about forever, they 
were primarily for commercial trade. As someone who started life as a 
prince and ended it as a monk, Buddha may not have personally bought or 
sold anything his whole life. 

It’s not clear that anyone paid much attention to their own precise 
weight until modern times. No one could care much about their weight until 
“penny scales” started appearing in drugstores and groceries in the late 


1800s. Smaller bathroom scales emerged a few decades later. > 


everyone wanted to know their own weight. 

We don’t want you to become obsessed with the number you see on the 
scale. Your weight is not your worth. But if you don’t already weigh 
yourself regularly, you should start doing this now. In fact, you should 
weigh yourself every day. Every day. 

Why every day? Well, your goal is to eliminate as many variables as 
you can. Your weight fluctuates day to day and hour to hour, whether 
you’re trying to lose weight or not. A 16-ounce coffee weighs almost 
exactly a pound. If you weigh yourself one morning before your coffee and 
one morning after, guess what? Your weight will be different. Your 
breakfast, your clothes, your phone—they all weigh something. And if 
you’re trying to measure a change of half a pound over a week, that’s just a 
little more than an ounce per day—a lot less than the iPhone you might 
have forgotten to put down. If you always sleep in the same pajamas, you 
can leave those on if you’d like. But two different T-shirts can have 
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different weights by as much as several ounces, even if they are supposedly 
the same size. So weigh yourself at the same time every day, wear the same 
clothes (or none at all), and use the same scale. It’s as simple as that. 

When is the best time to weigh yourself? Right after you get up is fine, 
and easy to remember. If you’re someone who starts off in the bathroom 
anyway, you can do it right then. Just before your shower is good, too, since 
you’re already undressed—as long as you generally shower at the same 
time each day, and preferably before eating breakfast. But if your mornings 
are too rushed and unpredictable as it is, just weighing yourself first thing 
will work, too. 

What’s the point of all this weighing? It’s simple: There is lots of 
evidence that weighing yourself regularly helps you lose weight. In a recent 
survey of 17 scientific studies of weight monitoring and weight 


management, self-weighing proved helpful in all of them.° In one two-year 
study, adults who weighed themselves daily lost weight, while those who 


weighed themselves only monthly added pounds.* Obviously getting on 
and off the scale is not in itself burning many calories, but literally watching 
your weight helps you become aware of how your diet and life impact your 
body. 

This is essential. A big part of Buddha’s Diet is learning how your daily 
rhythm of eating is impacting your weight. Without measuring your weight, 
you’re missing vital data to help you make these connections. Some used to 
worry that all this time on the scale might make people discouraged or 


depressed, but more recent research hasn’t shown evidence of this.” As one 
study put it, these daily weighings let you “catch and reverse small weight 


gains” along the way, so you stay on track. ® 

For some this may seem obsessive. Every day? Are we really defined by 
a number? Of course not. Eventually when you have attained your goal and 
you are adhering to your eating clock without any trouble, you can cut back 
on the weighing considerably. (We have a chapter on that weight 
maintenance phase later in the book.) You may put on a few pounds during 
the holidays (it’s very hard to not eat after a certain hour when all around 
you are celebrations and eating), but with Buddha’s Diet you can easily get 


back on track—and that will naturally happen once the festivities conclude. 
Your daily ups and downs won’t matter as much. 

Our weight can give us crucial clues. Doctors know this, of course. 
Often the first thing you do in a doctor’s office is step on the scale. It may 
seem like a simple thing, but this number can give your doctor a sense of a 
trend. Have you gained weight at the last three appointments? Maybe 
there’s more than a consumption problem—maybe there’s a medical issue. 
Or conversely, maybe you keep losing weight—enough that your doctor 
wonders if maybe there’s something more serious going on, either physical 
or emotional. 

In the same way your doctor may want to track your blood pressure, 
your cholesterol, and other vital markers, weight can be valuable data. The 
number, whatever it is, doesn’t make you a good or a bad person, a weak or 
a strong person. It’s just a number that can give insight—insight you can 
use to refine and perfect Buddha’s Diet. 

Weighing yourself daily is a way of taking control over your diet and 
health. Just as Buddha wanted proof he could see with his own eyes, this 
daily ritual will help you gather data about what is and isn’t working. Did 
those two cheat days hurt, or barely make a difference? Did cutting a half 
hour from your eating window help you drop a bit from one day to the 
next? You won’t know if you aren’t getting on the scale. 

As with so much of Buddha’s Diet, the trick is to pay attention to your 
weight, but not too much attention. Even if you are very consistent about 
your weighing rituals, there are still going to be inevitable ups and downs 
that don’t necessarily mean anything. Our weight isn’t constant. It’s most 
important to focus on patterns that stretch across several days, or even 
weeks. The easiest way to do this is with a networked scale that talks to 
your phone or tablet. It may seem like a gimmick, but it will draw you a 
nice chart that shows your weight over time and let you see the long-term 
direction. If you don’t want to spend that much, there are also lots of apps 
that will show you those same averages and charts after you enter your 
daily weight manually. If you’re brave, these apps will even let you share 
your data with a friend or two, to help motivate each other to stick to your 
goals. However you manage it, don’t focus too much on any one day’s 
weight. Focus on trends over multiple days and weeks, and you’ll soon find 
yourself approaching your goal. 


Although most of us would much prefer to weigh ourselves in private 
these days, those old-fashioned public scales still exist here and there. 
Several antiques still stand in the great Luxembourg Garden in Paris. The 
originals were inscribed with a simple motto, which translates roughly to 
this: “He who often weighs himself, knows himself well. He who knows 


himself well, lives well.”/ 

You can certainly live well without knowing your weight. But tracking 
your weight really does help you know yourself better. It will teach you 
how your body responds to food, and put you in control of that relationship. 
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CHAPTER 6 


What to Eat 


IF YOU LOOK AROUND THE WORLD, YOU’LL SEE INCREDIBLE variety in what 
people eat. There are diets based almost exclusively on meat, and diets that 
are strictly vegetarian. There are cultures that consume mostly protein or fat 
or grain. There are cuisines based on rice, on wheat, on corn, or on potatoes. 
And there is huge variation in how much people eat. One survey of world 
diets found ordinary people consuming anywhere from 800 to 12,300 


calories per day! 1 

There may be some biological differences between these populations— 
some groups like the Tibetans may have been genetically isolated for so 
long that their metabolisms have evolved a bit differently from everyone 
else’s. But the bottom line is that human beings seem able to survive and 
thrive on a huge range of foods. 

There are no hard and fast rules about what to eat on Buddha’s Diet. It’s 
most important to eat food you like and find filling. The biggest problem 
with restrictive diets is not necessarily that they don’t work, but that hardly 
anyone can stick to them. A diet that makes you miserable is not one that is 
going to last. 

And as we’ve explained before, Buddha himself didn’t provide much 
guidance on what to eat. Like all monks, he basically ate whatever local 
people offered him. There are a few provisions about not asking for rich or 
fancy foods—but monks were permitted to eat them if they were freely 
given. Monks weren’t encouraged to take more food than they needed or to 
shuffle food around in their bowls to make it look like they didn’t have 
enough. About the only food label you can really put on Buddha is 


“locavore,” since all his food came from his daily alms rounds, conducted 
entirely on foot. 

It’s not that India was devoid of picky eaters. Just like today, devout 
Brahmins in Buddha’s time followed complex rules around food and drink. 
They were fastidious vegetarians, who also avoided eggs, onions, and 
garlic. They even refrained from eating mushrooms, believing they were 
“unclean” because they grow on dung (which does sound pretty gross when 
you think about it). There were other even stricter diets around—including 
some that prohibited eating anything stale or overripe or anything with the 
wrong flavors or texture. And there were stringent rules about which castes 
could accept which foods from other castes, something Buddha didn’t like 
at all. (He dropped all caste distinctions among his followers.) 

Buddha may have been reacting against these persnickety diets when he 
decreed that monks and nuns should just eat whatever they received. He 
would likely be disheartened by the multitude of restrictive diets we have 
today—no carbs, gluten-free, paleo, and all that. He didn’t want his 
followers getting too wrapped up in what exactly they ate. He wanted us to 
treat food as the vital sustenance it is, and leave it at that. 

Our advice then is less about what foods are good or bad and more 
about what foods are useful. We already reviewed the role of sugar in 
obesity in “Why Do We Get Fat?” so it won’t come as any surprise that we 
recommend you limit it. The biggest problem with sugar on Buddha’s Diet 
is that it makes you hungry. There’s a reason it’s so hard to eat just one 
cookie, or just a smidgen of ice cream. All that sugar triggers a rush of 
insulin, and then all that insulin makes you want more sugar. It’s not so 
much that sugar is unhealthy as that it’s unhelpful. 

Of course, for many of us, cutting down on sugar is much easier said 
than done. Scientists have found that our general preference for sweetness 
is “both innate and universal,” but at the same time, our preferences for 


sweetness in specific foods can change over time.2 Sensory researchers find 
that each of us has a bliss point, “the precise amount of sweetness—no 


more, no less—that makes food and drink most enjoyable.”> But this point 
shifts over time. For example, when researchers prepare solutions with 
various concentrations of sugar dissolved in water, they find that children 


and adolescents prefer sweeter concoctions than adults.4 


As we’ve discussed earlier, the bad news about sugar is that the more 
you eat, the more you want. Our bodies habituate to sweet taste the same 
way they do to drugs, so that it quickly takes even more sweetness to elicit 


the same response.” Most of us have become addicted to all the added sugar 
in our diets. 

The good news is that you can turn this cycle around: over time the less 
sugar you eat, the less you want, too. Your bliss point will shift down, and 
you’ll find you need much less sugar to enjoy your foods and drinks as 
much as before. Try putting half as much sugar in your coffee or tea for a 
couple weeks, and your old way of drinking it will soon taste too sweet. 

Similarly, if you look at centuries past, many spices we take for granted 
now were either unknown to most of the world or were incredible luxuries. 
Black pepper is native to South and Southeast Asia and had to be brought 
by ship across the Indian Ocean to reach Europe. It was not cheap. Even 
salt was costly if you didn’t live close enough to seawater to dry your own. 
Whole empires in Europe were funded by the salt trade. We evolved in an 
age when all these tastes were very scarce and it was fine to eat as much as 
you could when you found them. So it’s no big surprise that our bodies 
don’t always respond in a healthy way to the modern reality of abundance. 

We all have foods we can’t stop eating, even when we aren’t hungry. 
Pay attention to how you respond to different foods. Processed foods are 
often the toughest—they are designed to be addictive. A study at the 
University of Michigan asked nearly 400 volunteers which foods were 
associated with classic addiction behaviors—things like not being able to 
stop, using despite knowing the negative consequences, and triggering 


withdrawal symptoms.® The top seven on this addictive scale were pizza, 
chocolate, chips, cookies, ice cream, french fries, and cheeseburgers—all 
processed foods. (If that list doesn’t make you hungry, you may not need 
this book.) The bottom scorers were carrots and cucumbers. As the 
researchers summarize, “an unprocessed food, such as an apple, is less 
likely to trigger an addictive-like response than a highly processed food, 
such as a cookie,” even though both contain sugar. The cookie takes the 
sugar, combines it with fat, and delivers it into our bloodstream much more 
quickly than a fruit would—effectively turning a natural ingredient into a 
drug. 


This means for most of us, if our last meal of the day is a bag of potato 
chips, we’re asking for trouble. First, we’ll probably eat more than we mean 
to—likely the whole bag, and maybe even the next bag if it’s right there. 
And second, even if we make ourselves stop, we’ll get hungry again 
quickly, because our body will digest all that starch in a hurry and be left 
wanting more. Waiting until breakfast to eat again is going to be a struggle. 

As you embark on Buddha’s Diet, you’ll learn your body’s own tricks 
and quirks. For most people, protein does a better job of filling us up than 


simple carbohydrates.” It also takes more energy to digest proteins. Fat has 
similar properties. In one study, when subjects added some fat to their food 
(without changing the total calories), they naturally delayed their next meal 


by more than half an hour. The fat just kept them full longer. Similarly, 
food with whole grains and fiber seems to fill us up better than foods made 
from refined flours and starches. In another study, people who ate a high- 
fiber lunch reported feeling less hungry two and three hours later, and 


consequently these foods may result in less snacking.” On Buddha’s Diet, 
choosing whole grains rather than refined carbohydrates will keep you full 
longer and make you less inclined to cheat. 

These guidelines for meals apply to snacks, too—high-protein snacks 


are the best way to fight hunger, and high-carb snacks are the worst. 10 
Another thing to keep in mind: don’t snack when you’re not hungry. Maybe 
that seems obvious, but research has shown that eating a snack when you’re 


not hungry has no effect at all on what you eat at the next meal. Although 
some will tell you that eating lots of small meals can help you on a diet, 
modern controlled studies have found the opposite, that eating less 


frequently leads to “better body weight control in the long term.” 12 
Mindlessly grazing during the day is going to be counterproductive. You’ll 
still eat just as much at lunch and dinner, and all those extra calories won’t 
do you any good. 

What about drinks? We have another whole chapter on that coming up, 
but the shortest advice is that you are generally better off eating your 
calories than drinking them, in a large part because solid food is just more 


filling than liquids. 1? And when we drink sugar-sweetened beverages, we 


don’t generally compensate by eating less later, so we end up with more 
overall calories in the day without any real benefit. 

Although true malnutrition is rare in rich countries, there are a few 
things you’ll want to pay attention to. You need calcium for healthy bones 
and lots of people don’t get enough—especially women. Green vegetables 
like broccoli and collard greens have good amounts of calcium, but the 
most potent sources are dairy products like milk, cheese, and yogurt, or a 
commercial supplement. Vitamins are vital to a healthy body and are found 
in fruits and vegetables, though if you’re worried, a daily multivitamin is a 
nice insurance policy. 

What does all this mean about the latest food fad you may have heard 
about? Should you eat more kale? Or flax seeds? Should you load up on 
antioxidants? Or omega-3s? The truth is that anyone who answers those 
questions for you definitively is probably overstating the evidence. The 
reason even the best scientists don’t agree is that the effects of most of these 
substances is likely subtle and small. Some data suggests antioxidants are 


good for you.14 Some suggests they’re actually bad.1? But if they were 
very good or very bad, it wouldn’t be so hard to prove it one way or the 
other. In one survey of ingredients chosen at random from an American 
cookbook, scientists found that fully 80% had been studied for their effect 
on cancer, with 39% allegedly increasing risk and 33% reducing it. Yet they 
also found that these claims were largely based on “weak statistical 
evidence” and noted: “Randomized trials have repeatedly failed to find 
treatment effects for nutrients in which observational studies had previously 


proposed strong associations.” 6 In science just like in a scavenger hunt, 
it’s much easier to find big things than tiny ones. For a lot of these foods, 
whatever their effect is, it’s likely so small that it’s difficult to measure it at 
all. 

If you feel like eating more kale—or if eating more kale seems to make 
you feel better—by all means, do it. But if you can’t stand flax seeds, don’t 
let anyone convince you they are a necessary part of a healthy diet. If 
you’re eating a variety of foods you like, feeling satisfied between meals, 
and sticking to your schedule every day, you’re probably doing just fine. 
And if you’re already on a paleo or gluten-free or low-carb diet and loving 
it, there’s no need to stop. You can keep eating that way if it works for you, 


as long as you keep to your hours, too. (Bear in mind that if you’re a 
proponent of eating like a caveman, as the paleo diet champions, our distant 
ancestors weren’t able to fix themselves a late-night snack by moonlight, 
either. So you could see Buddha’s Diet as a way to double down on paleo.) 
An important benefit of Buddha’s Diet is that you’re eating your meals 
at times of the day when you’re most likely to make good food choices. It’s 
more common to down a quart of ice cream at midnight than it is at noon— 
researchers find that almost 70% of all ice cream is consumed after 6 


p.m.+7 When we’re tired at the end of a long day, we’re vulnerable to all 
sorts of bad feelings and bad decisions. And we might not have time to 
prepare something healthy, even if we held on to our good intentions. So on 
Buddha’s Diet, we just skip over the temptations altogether, and do our 
eating at a time when we can do it well. 

One last thing to note: there’s no need to cut out junk food altogether— 
and no guarantee that never touching a french fry again will solve your 
weight woes. A recent study tells us that people in all weight categories 


consume fast food, soft drinks, and candy, 18 So cut down, but keep your 
focus on maintaining your eating schedule. 

The essential thing is to listen to your body. As you spend more time on 
Buddha’s Diet, you’ll naturally gravitate to healthy meals based on protein, 
fat, and high-fiber grains that don’t leave you constantly craving your next 
food fix. Now that you can no longer eat at random times, your food 
choices will become less reckless and more thoughtful. 
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CHAPTER 7 


Meat or Potatoes? 


AS WE MENTIONED IN “OF MICE AND MONKS,” BUDDHA was not a vegetarian. 
He and his monks ate whatever local villagers offered them, which often 
included meat. Today most Buddhists are not vegetarian, either—although 
some certainly are. But the countries with the oldest Buddhist traditions, 
such as Thailand and Sri Lanka, tend to have the fewest vegetarians. 
Vegetarianism doesn’t seem to have become part of Buddhism at all until 


the religion got to China, centuries after the Buddha’s death.! 

This doesn’t mean Buddha didn’t care about animals. He forbid monks 
from slaughtering their own meat or even asking someone else to do it for 
them. But he also prohibited monks from farming, because even working 


the soil inevitably results in killing countless tiny beings.2 This was one of 
Buddha’s great insights—all life involves death. 
It wasn’t that vegetarianism wasn’t discussed. In one story, Buddha’s 


cousin Devadatta suggested that Buddha prohibit monks from eating meat.> 


To be clear, Devadatta was a bit of a troublemaker,* and it’s generally 
thought that Devadatta was only suggesting a ban on meat so he could 
appear even holier than the Buddha. “Whoever should eat fish and flesh,” 
he argued, “sin would besmirch him.” But Buddha disagreed. “Fish and 
flesh are pure,” he insisted, as long as they were not “seen, heard, or 
suspected” to have been killed explicitly for the monks. Yet the very fact 
that Devadatta thought suggesting vegetarianism could make him into a sort 
of teacher’s pet shows that it was seen as something positive and holy, even 
back then. 


These days, the health issues surrounding animal protein are 
complicated and controversial. For many years, nutritionists recommended 
severely limiting consumption of saturated fat, which most sources of 
animal protein have in abundance. But many now feel this was a mistake 


and that the evidence against saturated fats is lacking.* So saturated fat 
alone may not be a reason to avoid eating meat. 

And all the issues that make it hard to study diet and weight loss make it 
similarly hard to study diet and health. We can’t do randomized double- 
blind studies of vegetarians versus meat eaters, because people know 
whether they’re eating meat or not. (Veggie burgers are getting very good, 
but they’re not yet that good.) We can’t even really study this question in 
animals, since we can’t be sure our bodies would respond in the same way 
as theirs. Even worse, most of the health effects of a vegetarian diet are 
likely to arise over the very long term. Maybe you can convince some 
volunteers to be vegetarians for a few months or even a year, but lots of 
human health issues take decades to emerge. 

Still, we can say with certainty that when we survey the population, 
vegetarians seem to be healthier than nonvegetarians. They have 


significantly lower risk of heart disease.” The list of health benefits goes on 
and on from there, including lower blood pressure, fewer gallstones, less 


diabetes, and reduced risk for dementia.® One study in the 1980s found that 
vegetarian adults followed for 12 years were half as likely to die for any 


reason at all as the general population. And if that’s not enough, 


vegetarians tend to be thinner. 
Perhaps most significantly, vegetarians also seem to have fewer 


cancers.” The association between meat eating and cancer is so strong and 
the evidence is so consistent that the International Agency for Research on 
Cancer, a division of the World Health Organization, recently concluded 
that eating processed meat (specifically “meat that has been transformed 
through salting, curing, fermentation, [or] smoking”—think hot dogs and 
bacon) definitely causes colorectal cancer, while eating ordinary red meat 
(“unprocessed mammalian muscle” if you want to get gross about it) 
“probably” causes colorectal cancer. 


Of course, it’s possible that vegetarians are just more health conscious. 
Perhaps people who go through the trouble of avoiding meat also make 
other good choices about their lives, or generally care more about the food 
they eat than the general population. You can be a vegetarian and eat 
nothing but pizza and ice cream, but it seems most don’t go that route (as 
tempting as it is). But even this last-ditch hope for meat-lovers is getting 
less and less likely as scientists gradually uncover the actual mechanisms by 


which eating meat seems to damage our bodies. 10 

Some people used to worry that vegetarians didn’t get enough protein, 
but this no longer seems to be a serious concern. The official position of the 
American Dietetic Association is that “Plant protein can meet protein 
requirements when a variety of plant foods is consumed and energy needs 


are met.”11 In other words, if you’re getting enough calories, you’re 
probably getting enough protein, vegetarian or not. Long ago, some people 
used to insist that you had to eat plants in certain combinations—like beans 
with corn, or soy with rice—in order to create “complete” proteins, and you 
still hear people talk about this today. But as far back as 1994, experts were 
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already labeling this a myt and the concept isn’t even mentioned in the 


most recent FDA nutrition guidelines. 1? 

In countries where Buddhists have embraced vegetarianism, however, 
the potential health benefits generally have nothing to do with it. Rather, 
these Buddhists feel being a vegetarian is part of honoring Buddha’s 
admonition to cherish all life. They don’t want animals to suffer and die 
unnecessarily. Buddha would no doubt be sympathetic to that. There are 
many stories of him showing kindness to animals—even a whole series of 
stories about past lives when he was an animal himself. In one, Buddha is 
reborn as a deer. When a hunter somehow recognizes his greatness and 
offers to spare his life, Buddha-the-deer insists he will only accept his 
mercy if the whole herd is spared. (The hunter agrees.) In another, Buddha 


is reborn as a fish—and refuses to eat other fish.1* 
Today many vegetarians also cite the environmental cost of raising 
animals for food. The meat industry produces vastly more carbon emissions 


than farming the equivalent vegetables. 1° Every type of meat is different, 


but beef, for example, generates 13 times the emissions per pound 
compared to plant protein. 

Yet despite all this, most people are not vegetarian and aren’t likely to 
make the switch anytime soon. A 2012 Gallup poll found that only about 
5% of Americans consider themselves vegetarians, and only 2% consider 


themselves vegan.L® Chances are you aren’t vegetarian, and aren’t going to 
become one after reading this chapter. 

But it doesn’t have to be an all-or-nothing thing. The study on heart 
disease, for example, showed that vegetarians had a 34% lower risk than 
regular meat eaters—but occasional meat eaters had a 20% lower risk than 
regular meat eaters, too. So you get most of the benefit just from cutting 
down on meat rather than eliminating it entirely. And many of the non- 
health benefits of a vegetarian diet are also proportional. Eating less meat 
means fewer animals suffer, and less damage is done to the environment. 
One study found that eating one less hamburger each week is like driving a 
typical car 320 fewer miles over a year. Raising animals using organic, 
humane, and grass-fed methods appears to be less environmentally 


damaging!’—as well as causing less suffering. 

You can also pick and choose your meats to try to minimize your 
impact. Lamb, beef, and pork seem to cause the most environmental 
damage and greenhouse gases (and honestly cheese isn’t great, either). 
Chicken is significantly better—although chickens are small, so producing 
chicken inevitably involves a lot more individual animals than, say, beef. 
Fish is also pretty good, although the farmed varieties (like much salmon) 
have higher environmental impacts and sometimes more worrying 
quantities of mercury and other toxins. 

In the end, you have to find your own middle way. Some of you are 
already vegetarians or may be thinking of becoming one. Good for you. 
Others can’t imagine taking that step. Buddha’s Diet doesn’t require you to 
give up meat or cheese or any other food you enjoy. The one and only hard 
and fast rule is to be mindful of what you eat, and the impact it has on you 
and the world around you. 


a Actually, he was a huge troublemaker. He tried to kill Buddha—more than once. But Buddha was 
very forgiving and let him stick around. Remember that when you get annoyed with your own family. 
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CHAPTER 8 


Buddha’s Whiskey 


ALCOHOL IS A TRICKY SUBJECT. BUDDHA DIDN’T DRINK—never, ever, not at 
all. In his rules for monks and even novices, “intoxicating liquors” were 
completely forbidden. This is one of the few places where Buddha got 
really picky about food and pretty specific about alcohol’s ills, too. He 
outlined these six serious dangers: “diminishing of wealth, increased 
quarreling, a whole range of illnesses, ill repute, exposing oneself, and 


weakening of the intellect.”! Buddha knew even then what a night of top- 
shelf margaritas could lead to. And yes, he mentioned “exposing oneself.” 
These spring break traditions are older than you think. 

This doesn’t necessarily mean you shouldn’t drink. The Buddha became 


extremely celibate, too, and that doesn’t mean you have to give up sex.* But 
there are a few things to consider about drinking. 

First and foremost, drinking counts. Many alcoholic drinks are loaded 
with carbohydrates, which quickly become simple sugars. And alcohol 


itself goes straight to the mitochondria to be metabolized,” and so 
contributes to overworking these little cellular factories. Drinking outside 
your eating window will defeat the purpose of Buddha’s Diet. You might as 
well eat a sundae. 

Second, for lots of people, alcohol makes you hungry. Numerous studies 


have shown that people eat more after they have a drink. You start with a 
beer, and next thing you know you’ve got a bowl of chips. You grab some 
cheese and crackers to go with that glass of wine. Or you reach for the ice 


cream. Pretty soon you’re having alcohol and a sundae. The whole diet is 
out the window. 

Third, alcohol really does cloud our judgment. This is probably why 
Buddha didn’t like it. And he really didn’t like it. He once said that if 
“repeatedly pursued,” alcohol would lead to rebirth in hell, which is about 


as tough as he gets.4 

Any diet requires you to exercise discretion. Overeating is certainly not 
the worst thing you can do under the influence, but it may be the most 
common. It’s just hard to make good choices when you’ve had a few drinks. 
So even during your regularly scheduled meals, you’ll want to be careful. 

Finally, even for the most abstemious among us, alcohol is often part of 
a larger celebration. And those festivities don’t necessarily end at 6 p.m. or 
7 p.m. or whenever your predetermined eating window closes—at least not 
the good ones. This makes it harder to stick to the diet. If that’s the case for 
you, you might limit alcohol to only those special occasions. It’s much 
harder to decline a glass of champagne to toast a birthday than to decline it 
on a regular Tuesday night. You can make these late-night celebrations your 
cheat day for the week. (We have a chapter on cheating coming up.) 

Having said all that, there is some reason to believe moderate drinking 
could be healthy—at least wine and other drinks without a lot of carbs. 
(Beer is pretty universally agreed to be bad. Sorry.) Wine, in particular, has 
been shown to improve insulin sensitivity, which could counteract the 


metabolic stress of eating too much sugar. > 

Be careful though. If you are having two glasses of wine at night to 
“unwind,” it’s important to think honestly about whether alcohol has 
become something of a crutch. Alcohol shouldn’t be what you reach for to 
calm your nerves—just as food shouldn’t be what you reach for when 
you’ve had a sad or stressful day. Buddha advocated mindfulness rather 
than intoxication to still our minds. He wanted us to wake up, not pass out. 

There is no real consensus on how much alcohol is too much, although 
just about every health authority agrees you need to set limits. Each 
country’s health department makes a different recommendation and there is 


a lot of variation.© The U.S. guideline for women, for example, is over four 
times higher than Finland’s, and two times higher than Germany’s—which 
are not exactly teetotaling nations. And ironically, there’s some evidence 


that these guidelines are entirely counterproductive anyway. In one recent 
study, when students were told the precise alcohol content of various 
beverages, about 90% of them used the information not to moderate their 
consumption, but to select the most alcoholic, in the hopes of getting drunk 


more quickly.’ And those same researchers found that regardless of 
whether the students knew the national guidelines, 77% of the women and 
100% of the men said they drank “more than they personally believed was 
responsible.” 

We all have to find our own middle way. For some, that may be 
drinking only on special occasions. For others it will be something more— 
but not too much more. Special occasion or not, we recommend limiting 
your alcohol intake to no more than two standard drinks per week. Why 
two? For one thing, that seems to be the threshold at which alcohol starts to 
cause measurable sleep problems—and we have a whole chapter soon on 
the importance of sleep. Beyond one to two alcoholic beverages per week, 


scientists find that the more you drink, the less you sleep.® 

And what is a “standard” drink? The official U.S. definition is 14 grams 
of actual alcohol— which is the amount in roughly 12 ounces of beer, 5 
ounces of wine, or a single shot of harder stuff like whiskey or gin. It’s not 
much—if you have a pint of beer or a tall glass of wine, that already counts 
as a bit more than one. You can have both your drinks on one night, or 
divide them across two. That’s it. 

You may find this is still too much drinking (and calories) to get to your 
goal. Or you may find you can imbibe more often, depending on how the 
weight comes off. As with everything in Buddha’s Diet, you need to pay 
attention to how alcohol affects you and your body and adjust accordingly. 
But it’s a good place to start. The most important thing is to make a choice 
and stick to it. Choose now. 

What about nonalcoholic drinks? Buddha didn’t have a lot to say about 
that. In fact, drinks are technically exempt from his no-eating-after-noon 
rules. Of course, he lived before refrigeration. Milk required finding a cow, 
and juice would have been available only when fruits were in season, and 
probably not in large amounts. (Making your own juice without a fancy 
juicer is hard.) 


These days, some Buddhist monks in Thailand have been exploiting this 
liquid loophole—with disastrous effects. Researchers there found that some 


drinks can have as many calories as four servings of rice.? With so many 
monks drinking sugary sodas and fruit juices all afternoon, obesity and 
diabetes are now serious problems. Lots of studies link liquid calories to 
weight gain, and drinks with added sugar seem to have a direct effect on 


your waistline.10 This is one place where you need to be stricter than the 
Buddha. Drinks count. Don’t drink anything with calories after hours—and 
avoid sugary drinks any time as much as possible. 

Buddha and his monks were probably drinking water most of the time— 
and so should you. Water is calorie-free and healthy, and staying hydrated is 
important. In Buddhist temples today, water is often offered as a symbol of 
purity, clarity, and calmness. Offer some to your body on a regular basis. 

Black coffee and plain tea (black or green) have few to no calories, so 
you can drink these any time. The situation changes quite a bit with fancier 
coffee (or tea) drinks. Starbucks has somehow convinced otherwise 
intelligent adults that a 20-ounce milk shake is a reasonable snack. It’s not. 
These drinks can have over 500 calories, as much as a small meal, and 
about half of it from sugar, which is the worst. This is a huge tax on your 
metabolism. Treat it as a dessert. 

What about a middle ground, like a splash of milk in your coffee or a bit 
of honey or sugar in your tea? An ounce of milk has somewhere between 10 
and 20 calories, depending on whether it’s skim or whole or something in 
between. That’s not a lot. But the time-restricted feeding experiments 
allowed no calories after hours—zilch, zero, none. All those mice got was 
water. We don’t know how things would have turned out if they spiked the 
water with a little milk or sugar, so we are advocating complete metabolic 
rest outside your eating window. The safest approach is to have your tea or 
coffee plain. 

The science is somewhat mixed on caffeine—some studies suggest it’s 


good for you, t1 others not so good.!4 If you like it, there’s no compelling 
reason not to drink it. Some people find it reduces their appetite, which 
might be helpful in the early days of changing your eating schedule. But if 
it keeps you up at night, switch to decaf. Remember that good sleep helps 


weight loss as well, so if caffeine is keeping you up, you may be sabotaging 
the diet. 

Would Buddha drink diet sodas? They are filled with scary-sounding 
ingredients, and while scientists don’t worry so much about artificial 


Sweeteners causing cancer anymore, 19 they do seem to disrupt our 
metabolisms in ways we don’t yet fully understand. Some studies also 
suggest that people who drink diet soda unconsciously compensate by 


overeating elsewhere,!4 so they may not be effective in cutting calories to 
begin with. One study of several hundred senior citizens found that those 
with a daily diet soda habit added a full three inches to their waistline on 
average over ten years, compared to less than an inch for those who 


abstained. 1° 

The greatest concern these days is that artificial sweeteners can induce 
glucose intolerance, which means disrupting the body’s ability to handle 
ordinary sugar. Because they pass through our stomachs undigested, these 
artificial sweeteners interact directly with all the good bacteria living in our 
guts. Called the intestinal microbiota, those microscopic creatures are vital 
to our digestive systems, and play a role in everything from obesity to 
diabetes. And somehow the sweeteners throw them out of whack. In one 
study, giving perfectly healthy volunteers the maximum recommended dose 
of an artificial sweetener for just seven days produced measurable 


impairment to their glucose metabolism. !© So we suggest keeping clear of 
these on Buddha’s Diet. 

When all else fails, drink some tea. Really. You’ll be amazed how many 
problems it can solve. We like to think of it as Buddha’s whiskey. 


a What does it mean to be extremely celibate? He didn’t even have sex with himself. 
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CHAPTER 9 


Cheating on the Buddha 


NOT SURPRISINGLY, BUDDHA DIDN’T REALLY BELIEVE IN cheating. Several 
rules for monks and nuns relate to various forms of dishonesty. Monks 
weren’t allowed to lie, of course—but that was just the beginning. Slander 
and gossip were also forbidden. As we mentioned before, monks weren’t 
even supposed to shuffle food around in their bowl to make it look like they 
didn’t have much, because that might mislead the faithful into giving more 
than they should. And one of the most serious rules of all forbids monks 
from telling women they can improve their karma by sleeping with them. 
It’s a little sad, but even 2,500 hundred years ago, Buddha needed a special 
rule to keep monks from being scumbags. 

But there’s another side to these rules that’s easy to miss in the flood of 
dos and don’ts. Forbidding certain behavior is only half the rule, after all. 
The other half is the punishment. And in many cases, there was no 
punishment at all. 

Buddha felt these rules were important, but he also knew that everyone 
made mistakes. There was no point pretending otherwise. So from the very 
beginning, he established a simple ritual. On the day of the full moon each 
month, monks would assemble as a group and each one would confess the 
rules he’d broken since the last time they’d met. And then—unless it was 
one of a handful of super serious offenses—they’d move on. No shaming, 
no punishment. For most of the rules, acknowledging the mistake was 


enough.“ 
As in all things, Buddha believed in moderation here, finding a middle 
way between a rigid life obsessed with rules and a free-for-all where 


anything goes. So he made rules for monks. A lot of them. But he also 
understood that they wouldn’t be able to follow all the rules all the time. 

In dieting, the situation is even more complicated. It’s not entirely clear 
that being 100% strict about your diet is even a good thing. The issue is that 
your body adapts over time to the food environment around it. If your body 
isn’t getting many calories, it starts to think food is scarce and begins to 
conserve energy. It actually fights to prevent losing weight, assuming every 


pound is precious. Your metabolism slows down to make what you’re 
eating last longer, and your body releases hormones to make you hungrier 


to motivate you to look for more food.2 

But when you’re trying to lose weight, this is the opposite of what you 
want. You don’t want to eke out everything you can from each calorie—you 
want to burn through them like there’s no tomorrow. These unhelpful 
metabolic adaptations in response to dieting might explain why so many 
people hit weight-loss plateaus after a few months and can’t seem to lose 


any more.> 


Thankfully, there are reasons to believe cheating a bit can help. 

It’s hard to study cheating scientifically. If you ask people to cheat as 
part of a study, it’s not really cheating anymore. And if you just look after 
the fact at what happened to dieters who followed every rule and dieters 
who didn’t, you won’t really know what caused whatever differences you 
find. Maybe people who stick to the letter of their diets are just different 
from people who don’t. Maybe those sticklers live their lives differently in 
other ways, too. 

Still, research has shown that overeating now and then can speed up our 
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metabolism, causing us to burn more calories,” and can reset some of those 


appetite-controlling hormones.” This is exactly what you do want. There 
are also lots of anecdotal reports that cheating can make some diets more 
effective, presumably for this same reason. It’s similar to the way taking an 
occasional break from certain medications prevents our bodies from getting 
habituated to them and rendering them less effective over time. 

So Buddha’s Diet allows you to have one “cheat day” each week, during 
which you let yourself eat outside your normal schedule. You don’t have to 
do this—it’s not an ironclad rule that you eat after hours once a week—but 


if it happens, it’s absolutely okay. In fact, you’ll likely find that a cheat day 
will help you succeed on Buddha’s Diet, mainly because there is often 
something that comes up during the week that will throw off your eating 
schedule—a birthday, a work dinner, an evening event at your child’s 
school. In these situations, the cheat day becomes a necessary part of 
accommodating the rest of your life schedule. If you have something that 
happens weekly— maybe Friday or Saturday night is a date night and you 
want to have a late dinner or some popcorn with your evening movie—that 
can be your cheat night. But it’s also fine to have your cheat day be more 
sporadic, based on what the week throws at you. The important thing to 
remember is that the cheat day should not become cheat days. Once you’re 
having multiple cheat days, you’re not on Buddha’s Diet. You can take off 
one day a week—but that’s it. 

This approach has been used by professional athletes for years. 
Bodybuilders who need to lose weight for competitions often use 24-hour 
periods of “refeeding”— where they increase their calorie intake, especially 
of carbohydrates—and there is evidence that this helps them avoid those 
metabolic adjustments that would otherwise make further weight loss very 


difficult.© Other research on ordinary, overweight men and women found 
those who take a break from their diets don’t seem to have worse weight- 
loss outcomes than those who stick to them more rigidly, as long as they get 


back on track quickly.” So short bouts of cheating don’t seem to hurt, and 
may very well help. 

Buddha’s Diet is designed to be a way of eating that you can stick with 
for the long term—a way of life, if you will. We certainly hope you haven’t 
gone out for a late-night dinner with friends for the last time. We don’t want 
you to skip every after-work party or family event. Buddha’s Diet requires 
some flexibility to last—and adding a cheat day can be a form of 
scaffolding under the diet, supporting you and your goal. 

The most important thing is never to get discouraged. If you end up 
eating a late-night snack once, don’t let that be an excuse to give up on 
Buddha’s Diet. Enjoy it, move on, and make doubly sure you stick to the 
diet the rest of the week. If you’ve cheated once this week, that’s no reason 
to slide back into your old way of eating. Instead it should motivate you to 
double down on your schedule for the next few days. That little bit of 


overeating has prepped your metabolism to make the most of Buddha’s Diet 
for the rest of the week. 


a Not for the scumbag rule, though, in case you were wondering. On that point, Buddha didn’t mess 
around: you did it once and you were kicked out of the monkhood. 


CHAPTER 10 


Did Buddha Do CrossFit? 


YOU SHOULD EXERCISE. YOU’LL FEEL BETTER AND LIVE longer. You’ll 
probably look better, too. You’ ll get better muscle tone, which most people 
seem to like. But exercising alone won’t make you thin. 

You should be able to lose weight by exercising and burning off all 
those excess calories—right? It makes sense. But for most people it just 
doesn’t work. And when scientists have tried to prove it does work, they’ve 
almost always failed. 

Why? Mostly for two reasons. First, exercise doesn’t burn as many 
calories as you’d think. Running a brisk 10-minute mile probably takes 
between 80 and 150 calories, depending on your weight. That’s less than 
half a Snickers bar—or about as much as a good-sized banana. That’s it— 
for running a mile. To work off a thick slice of cheesecake, you’d have to 
run half a marathon. 

Second, for most people, exercise makes you hungry. Your body knows 
that exercise burns calories, and it’s trained to eat afterward. It’s called 
working up an appetite. You probably felt this all the time as a kid, running 
around outside or swimming at the pool and coming home famished. The 
same thing happens now when you go to the gym—if you’re not careful, 
you’ll eat more afterward than you would have anyway. 

But none of this means you shouldn’t exercise. 

Exercise combined with a healthier diet has a lot more promise than 
exercise alone. And exercise has many, many other benefits—stress relief, 
stamina, heart and lung function, just to name a handful. And while exercise 
on its own won’t burn away the extra pounds, it can help make your diet 


more effective. Many of us are emotional eaters or simply absent-minded 
eaters—and we have whole chapters on these topics coming up. We might 
eat when stressed, sad, frustrated, or angry. Maybe you’ve found yourself at 
the end of a truly awful day, crawling under your child’s bed in search of 
hidden Halloween candy. Or you’ve started digging through the freezer to 
excavate an ancient tub of Rocky Road. When our stress level is off the 
charts, or when we’ve gotten a bit of bad news, we tell ourselves we 
deserve some junk. And then we feel even worse. 

While there is momentary relief upon eating your snack of choice, it 
doesn’t last. Tasty, sugary foods cause the release of dopamine deep within 
our brains. It’s the same basic process that makes certain drugs so 


1 


addictive.~ But just like drugs, the dopamine thrill wears off fast, and over 


time we need more and more sweets to get the same effect.2 

The old advice about taking a walk to clear your head actually does 
work—exercise really can help with depression and anxiety. A recent study 
out of Stockholm suggests that exercise prevents depression in the first 


place.” Ordinary mice get depressed when they’re stressed—just like you. 
But the Swedish researchers found that exercising regularly breaks down 
this link. The stress probably still wasn’t fun for the mice, but it didn’t 
cause signs of real depression as long as they were getting regular exercise. 
It will help your spirits, too. You can use exercise instead of food as your 
relie—from sadness, from anxiety, or from boredom. As your mood 
improves, the emotional eating you were doing falls by the wayside. 
Buddha didn’t do CrossFit or any other trendy fitness regimen—unless 
you count yoga, which he certainly tried. But he got a lot of exercise. 
People picture him sitting quietly under a peaceful tree (which he did) or 
perched atop a lonely mountain (which he wasn’t), but he actually spent 
much of his time walking around. In the earliest days of Buddhism, Buddha 
and his followers were nomadic, wandering all over India. The original 
words for monks and nuns—bhikkku and bhikkuni—meant “beggar,” 
because Buddha and his followers went out on foot every morning begging 
for food, often for hours on end. And they usually kept moving after their 
meal, traveling from place to place each day without any permanent home. 
They only settled down during the annual monsoons, when heavy rains 


made travel impossible on the primitive dirt paths that passed for roads. 
Once the weather cleared, they were off walking again. 

As the modern Vietnamese Buddhist teacher Thich Nhat Hanh explains, 
walking can be another form of meditation—and a very valuable one. He 
encourages his students to focus on their breath as they walk—and to smile. 
Walking in this way, he says, “is a way to remind oneself that mind and 


body are two aspects of the same thing.”* 

And so Buddha’s walking tradition has continued to this day. If you 
wake up early in Bangkok, you’ll still see the saffron-robed monks 
wandering the streets with their begging bowls. In the austere Zen 
monasteries of Japan, the monks don’t always wander the countryside, but 
they perform serious physical labor—often quite demanding—in addition to 
their endless hours of meditation. They still quote the sixth-century abbot 


Baizhang admonishing that “a day without work is a day without eating.”> 

A lot of people like to do their exercise first thing in the morning, just 
like those mendicant monks. It helps them wake up and start the day. But 
how do you do this if you’re not eating breakfast until 9:00 a.m. or 9:30 
a.m.? Is it healthy to exercise on an empty stomach? 

It may feel strange and counterintuitive at first, but exercising before 
you eat is perfectly natural. Before humans had figured out food storage 
about 10,000 years ago, everyone started the day with some strenuous 


hunting or gathering, and only ate after they had found food. Furthermore, 
it turns out that exercising on an empty stomach burns 20% more fat than 


doing it after a meal.” Why? The calories exercise does consume have to 
come from somewhere, and if your body can’t get them from breakfast, it’ ll 
take them from your thighs or belly or wherever else you might have fat to 
spare. So all that walking Buddha did before his first meal each morning 
was even more beneficial. 

What kind of exercise should you do? That really depends on you, your 
abilities, and what you like. Do you hate the gym? No one is going to make 
you go. Are you bored by yoga? You don’t have to do that, either. Why? 
Because you need to find exercise you enjoy. There’s a reason new gym 
memberships spike in January and then plummet shortly after. The gym is 
not for everyone, and finding something yov’ll stick to is most important. 


Maybe the only exercise you get right now is running after your 
children or taking the stairs at work. It doesn’t have to be an all-or-nothing 
approach. Just because you didn’t sweat it out for an hour on a treadmill, 
doesn’t mean it wasn’t worth doing. A study of over 50,000 adults in Texas 
between the ages of 18 and 100 found that running for even just five to ten 
minutes a day significantly reduced their risk of death, particularly from 


heart disease.® Just five to ten minutes! A study in Denmark uncovered 
similar results, with men and women who jogged even a little increasing 
their life expectancy by an average of about six years. As the researchers 
summarized: “Irrespective of jogging duration, pace, and frequency, the 


mortality was lower among joggers than non-joggers.”> 

So a ten-minute walk with the dog is better than nothing at all. Maybe 
you can do push-ups against the edge of the kitchen counter while the 
coffeemaker drips or the water boils in your kettle. Maybe you can do calf 
raises while you’re brushing your teeth. Just start by doing something. It 
doesn’t have to be training for a marathon or taking a 75-minute spin class. 
The worst thing you can do is resign yourself to a sedentary life because 
you think you could never exercise enough. Even a few minutes of exercise 
will leave you feeling better equipped to take on the day. Literally, every 


little bit helps. 10 

As in everything else in life, Buddha taught that we need to find a 
middle ground in exercise—not obsessed with our bodies, but not 
neglecting them, either. “To keep the body in good health is a duty,” 
Buddha told his first monks, because otherwise we can’t “keep our minds 


strong and clear.”!1 That’s the right way to think about exercise—a 
powerful path to staying healthy and sane. 
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CHAPTER 11 


Buddha at Rest 


BY NOW YOU WON’T BE SURPRISED TO LEARN WHAT BUDDHA said about sleep: 
he taught that we should get enough, but not too much. In one lesson, he 
used the analogy of a musical instrument, which is in tune when its strings 


are not too tight and not too loose.! In the same way, he wanted us to be 
neither too restless nor too lazy. Buddha did worry a bit about oversleeping 
—which he lumped in with adultery, picking fights, evil friends, hurting 


others, and stinginess in a list of six things in life to avoid.2 (It’s hard to 
disagree with any of these.) But he nevertheless thought it was important to 
get enough. 

The Centers for Disease Control has estimated that over 35% of 
American adults get less than the recommended seven hours of sleep each 


night.2 We’ve all heard of those rare geniuses like Albert Einstein who 
reportedly didn’t need to sleep more than a few hours. Let’s be honest— 
you’re probably not one of them. We certainly aren’t. For mere mortals, 
Sleep is vital. And lack of sleep causes lots of problems. Poor sleeps 
disrupts our natural circadian rhythms, which are implicated in everything 


from cancer and heart disease to premature aging.* And lack of sleep is 


strongly associated with obesity.> 
How do sleepless nights make us fat? Too little sleep seems to disrupt 


the hormones that control appetite and satiety,° with the net result that 
we’re just more hungry the next day. One study took a group of sedentary 
and overweight adults and had them complete two 14-day trials at the 
University of Chicago. In one, the volunteers slept 51% hours; in the other, 


they slept 8%. (They were monitored all day during these two-week stays to 
ensure they didn’t nap.) All their food intake was carefully measured. Their 
meals didn’t increase much, but the short sleepers ate over 25% more 
snacks. And they tended to eat at the worst times, increasing their snacking 


after 7 p.m. by a whopping 57%.’ Maybe we just have more self-control 
when we’re well rested, but another study confirmed that people who get 
enough sleep reported “fewer cravings for sweet and salty foods in the 


evenings.”® That’s a huge help on Buddha’s Diet. 


Short sleep is also associated with emotional eating,” causing us to eat 
even more when we’re stressed. We have a whole chapter on emotional 
eating (“Food as Comfort, Food as Reward”) because it can be such a 
barrier to a healthy diet. And not sleeping well and not sleeping enough 
make it worse. 


Poor sleep also decreases our insulin sensitivity and glucose tolerance? 
—which means it makes sugar even more fattening than it already is. Sleep 
problems also reduce our energy expenditure, meaning we burn fewer 
calories. If we’re sleeping less, shouldn’t we be more active? Actually it’s 
the opposite—sleep disruption makes us more tired, with the end result that 
we get less exercise the following day than we otherwise would. 

It gets worse. Not only does lack of sleep often lead to obesity, but 
obesity also disrupts our sleep. In some cases, it can lead to sleep apnea or 


other sleep disorders. All this creates a vicious cycle. As one researcher 
described it, we end up with “shortened sleep causing weight gain and 


weight gain causing shortened sleep.” 12 
But you can tum this cycle around. Weight-loss diets appear to work 
better when you’re getting enough sleep, in part because that lack of sleep 


otherwise makes us hungrier and more susceptible to binge eating. 13 Often 
the best predictor of whether a weight-loss program will be successful is 


whether the participants are getting enough sleep.1* In one intensive 
weight-loss trial among 472 obese adults, those sleeping 6 to 8 hours per 
night were significantly more likely to meet their goal of losing at least 10 


pounds in six months than those sleeping less than that.1? Another recent 
study of 123 men and women in a weight-loss program found similarly that 


both length and quality of sleep determined how much fat participants 
16 
t. 


So a better night’s sleep will help you lose weight and losing weight 
will improve your sleep. At first you may find it hard to fall asleep on an 
emptier stomach. But while going to bed several hours after your last meal 
may take some getting used to, researchers find that nighttime eating 


los 


actually disrupts our sleep.17 Over time you should find yourself sleeping 
better on Buddha’s Diet than you did before, which will help you lose 
weight, which will help you sleep even better, and on and on. 

Of course, getting enough sleep is one of those things like eating your 
vegetables and exercising regularly that you’ve probably been told to do all 
your life. And there’s certainly more to it than the food component, though 
you will find that curbing the nighttime eating will help a great deal. So 
how else can we get better sleep? Buddha had some ideas about that, too. 

Buddha promoted good sleep as one of the benefits of meditation. He 
knew, way back then, that a good night’s sleep can flow from a clear head. 
“The peaceful one sleeps well,” he explained, “having obtained peace of 


mind.”!8 He also understood that nighttime is when we tend to get 
overwhelmed with our own recriminations and regret. It’s when we’re lying 
in bed at the end of the day that all our “evil actions”—what he called our 
“bodily, verbal, and mental misconduct”—can overcome us, “just as the 
shadow of a great mountain peak in the evening covers, overspreads, and 


envelops the earth.” 19 

You probably haven’t done anything truly evil during the day. But 
chances are you’ve had a few moments you aren’t especially proud of. Or 
perhaps it’s something out of your control that has you unsettled—a family 
member who’s ill or an upcoming job interview. How often have you gone 
to bed, relieved that the bad day is finally over, only to find that all the 
anxiety, stress, and guilt is still right there in bed with you? The lights go 
out and suddenly you’re wide awake, replaying the hurdles of the day or 
anticipating the hurdles of the next one. 

Several recent studies show that basic mindfulness techniques can help 
improve your sleep. In one, sleep patients who meditated daily for just eight 


weeks increased their nightly sleep by over an hour.2 Another study found 


that long-term meditators reported significantly fewer sleep complaints.21 
The researchers surmised that mindfulness meditation probably helps sleep 
in several ways—by relaxing your body, by clearing your mind, and by 
reducing your overall level of stress. They also found that practicing 
mindfulness impacts your body’s release of cortisol—a hormone closely 
tied to both sleep and stress—even in novice meditators. 

There’s a whole chapter coming up on meditation, but even simple 


exercises can help you prepare for sleep.27 Here’s one: try lying on your 
back and relaxing every muscle in your body so that you are sinking into 
your bed, with only the mattress holding you up. Start at your feet and 
release any tension you can feel, inch by inch, until you reach the top of 
your head. Then watch yourself breathing in and out, in and out, and let all 
other thoughts drift away. Don’t reach for your phone. Don’t watch TV or 
even read a book. Don’t think through everything that went wrong that day 
or might go wrong tomorrow. Just relax and breathe. 

It may not feel natural the first time, but don’t give up. Mindfulness and 
meditation are skills like any other. Practice makes perfect. 

Another tool you can use is exercise. We discussed lots of reasons for 
getting exercise in the last chapter. But if you needed one more, good 


physical activity will also help you sleep.22 Exercise, sleep, health, and 
weight all appear to be tightly related: exercise makes you healthier and 
sleep better, healthier people sleep better and weigh less, weighing less 
makes you sleep better and healthier, and so on. Improving any one of these 
helps you improve all of them. The same is true for reducing stress. Less 
stress improves sleep, curbs poor food choices, and helps keep us at a 
healthy weight. Then that healthy weight further reduces stress and fatigue 
and helps us get an even better night’s sleep. And so another vicious cycle 
becomes a virtuous one. 

Finally, we need a daily break from light in the same way we need a 
break from food. Our bodies are complex systems, most of which run on 
daily cycles, creating our natural circadian rhythm. But unlike a computer, 
for example, our bodies don’t have a centralized clock that keeps all of 
these systems in sync. Instead we have multiple clocks, each of which tries 
to align itself with the “true” time of the outside world. Food is one way 
these clocks get reset—because our ancestors ate only during daylight, the 


arrival of food was a good signal of the start of the day, and a lack of food 
meant it was time to shut down for the night. But light has always been an 
even more reliable signal. The presence of light triggers all sorts of chain 
reactions in our bodies to wake us up or keep us awake—even when our 
eyes are closed. 

So it’s important to think about your light diet as well as your food diet. 
Just as you’ve learned to stop eating at a certain hour on Buddha’s Diet, you 
also need to find times to eliminate light. Try using dimmer lighting in the 
parts of the house you use most in the evenings—certainly the bedroom, but 
also perhaps the living room or family room or other spaces you tend to 
hang out at the end of the day. A typical bedroom these days is illuminated 
at 300 to 500 lux—hundreds of times as bright as the candlelight or 
moonlight our ancestors lived by at night. You should also favor “warmer” 
bulbs with more orange light and less blue, because it’s the blue light that 
triggers the wake-up reaction in our body. 

We’ve talked about how our ancestors hundreds of years ago couldn’t 
easily have prepared a midnight snack even if they wanted to. Well, they 
couldn’t do much else at night, either. They didn’t have a whole lot to do 
when the sun went down—and they probably slept more as a result. A 
group of scientists in Argentina studied the Toba/Qom indigenous group 
living in the largely rural northeast of the country. As they explain, while 
some tribal members live near local towns, “others live in relatively isolated 
villages of 20 to 600 people and still rely on hunting and gathering for at 


least part of their subsistence.”2* The town-dwellers have access to 
electricity, while the others don’t. Sure enough, those without electricity get 
nearly an hour more sleep every night. And that’s compared to the members 
living in other very rural areas, without nearly as much access to media and 
technology as we have. So the full impact electricity has on our sleep is 
probably even higher. 

Most of us now have no end of entertainment options to keep us 
occupied at all hours of the day and night, and we can work anytime by 
grabbing our laptop or picking up our phone. But sometimes those phones 
and laptops and TVs are gateways to the land of restlessness and worry. 

When it’s time to sleep, cut out all light—including phones, TVs, and 
other screens. You can even try a sleep mask if the outside light is bright, or 


if your sleeping partner is uncooperative. Whatever you need to do, give 
yourself some real darkness every day, so you get a break from light the 
same way you get a break from food. It’s essential to create boundaries. 
Staying up that extra hour won’t just leave you feeling sleepy the next day 
—it could undermine your diet and your health. As busy as he was 
meditating and teaching, Buddha carved out time for sleep. Just like you’re 
choosing to stop eating at a certain hour each day, make the conscious 
choice to stop everything else at a sensible time, too. 


PART 3 


HINDRANCES 
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CHAPTER 12 


Food as Comfort, Food as Reward 


PICTURE A LIFE IN WHICH YOUR EVERY WAKING MOMENT is spent searching 
for food. Your belly is distended and your limbs are emaciated like a 
starving child’s. Your hunger is ceaseless and painful, but your throat is no 
wider than the eye of a needle. When you find food, you can’t swallow it. 
Not even a bite. The hunger persists, and your search continues. Such is the 
fate of pretas in Buddhist tradition—the Hungry Ghosts. 

These poor souls were reborn this way because in past lives they were 
driven by desire, greed, anger, and ignorance. While you might find 
yourself checking a few of these boxes on any given day, in Buddhism, you 
have to take such vices to the extreme to end up with such a tortured 
existence—like committing murder in a jealous rage. So no need to panic. 

It’s a tradition in many Asian cultures to leave offerings of food for the 
Hungry Ghosts. But this doesn’t really help. It turns out these ghosts aren’t 
really searching for food. Or they are, but their search is misguided. Hunger 
for the ghosts has nothing to do with food, and everything to do with what 
they did in their previous time on earth. There’s plenty of food for them, but 
they can’t eat it. Like every religious parable, there’s an important lesson 
here: it’s not food they really need. 

Back here in the human realm, we still look to food to do much more 
than nourish our bodies and satisfy our hunger. We turn to food in times of 
great joy and great sadness. When something wonderful happens, we 
celebrate with a dinner out. We drink champagne, we eat cake, we splurge 
on nice meals. Food becomes part of the rejoicing. And the opposite is true, 
too. There’s a long tradition of providing food to those who are grieving. 


We band together to provide meals to friends in crisis —you may, at some 
point in your life, have signed up on a spreadsheet or e-mail thread to bring 
meals to someone mourning, someone recovering, someone struggling. In 
times of sadness, we instinctively want to provide comfort in a tangible 
way. And very often, we do that with food. 

Food is there for all of it—the good times and the bad. And to some 
extent, it makes sense. It’s fun to go out and celebrate a raise, an 
anniversary, or a graduation. And it feels right that when people are truly 
suffering, the last thing they should worry about is putting together a meal. 
In these moments of tragedy or triumph, food is a worthy and welcome ally. 

The problem comes when we use food to comfort and reward ourselves 
when the stakes are much, much lower. Finally I got the kids to sleep, now I 
can eat those cookies I’ve been eyeing. That big meeting today was a mess, 
time for a big glass of wine. These mundane highs and lows are 
challenging. But they are not worthy of great sadness or great celebration. 
Or, really, food. 

And we know it, too. Imagine going out for dinner to celebrate fixing 
the washing machine. Or delivering a meal to a friend who had a bad 
sunburn. It sounds ridiculous. But we still give ourselves mini rewards for 
minor successes, and mini comforts for minor irritations—and they often 
involve food. We won’t buy ourselves a celebratory cake, but we might well 
take a slice if there’s some in the refrigerator. Or we might find ourselves a 
bag of chips or a cold beer. Each of these could easily be several hundred 
calories. And worse still, it’s generally at the end of a long day that we find 
ourselves wanting this reward or comfort—the worst possible time for our 
bodies. Do that regularly, and it adds up fast. 

There’s a reason we do this, of course. Food is a natural reward. Think 
of Ivan Pavlov and his studies of classical conditioning in dogs—he trained 


them with food.! The comfort foods we usually turn to—the ones full of 


starch and sugar—are scientifically proven to improve our mood.2 Ever 
hear someone refer to a particularly enticing snack as being “like crack”? 
Eating tasty food seems to activate the same parts of the brain as addictive 


drugs? and even cause the release of natural opiates.4 Studies have shown 
that carbohydrates in particular increase serotonin release, the chemical in 
the body that boosts mood. The more serotonin, the better you feel. Fatty 


foods are the same. Brain scans of participants in a 2011 study, who were 
fed either a solution of fatty acids or a saline solution via a feeding tube, 
showed that those who got the fatty acids had less activity in the areas of 
the brain that controlled sadness, even after listening to “sad classical 


music.” (Yes, people actually volunteered for this study— with sad music 
and a feeding tube.) 

So what’s wrong with that? Better than actual crack at least, right? If 
food really does help with our mood, isn’t that a good thing? 

Yes and no. But mostly no. Remember those Hungry Ghosts? They get 
a bit of relief when they taste the food on their tongues. So do you, studies 
tell us—and you’re luckier than the Hungry Ghosts because at least you can 


swallow your chocolate.® But that relief is temporary. The bad day still 
lingers, smothered by the brownie, or pretzels. And just like the Hungry 
Ghosts, you aren’t really looking for food. What the ghosts truly want is 
relief from the void created by desire, greed, anger, and ignorance— yet they 
keep trying to fill that empty feeling with food, even though it never works. 
Sound familiar? 

Not only are these self-soothing snacks not all that soothing, but when 
we use food to comfort and provide relief from stress, we’re using it at a 
time when we can least afford the calories. A recent Ohio State University 
study of 58 healthy middle-aged women revealed that experiencing one or 
more stressful events the day before eating a single high-fat meal actually 
slowed their metabolism. And not just a little—enough to “add up to almost 


11 pounds across a year” according to the authors.’ Stress seems to causes 
the body to freak out and cling to the calories, thinking it might need them 
later. This may be a biological holdover from times of famine, or when we 
weren’t all that sure when we’d spear our next woolly mammoth. Whatever 
we’re stressed about today— whether an ill loved one, a struggling 
relationship, a financial burden, or a lousy job—probably won’t cause us to 
starve tomorrow. But our bodies haven’t evolved to know the difference. 
And it gets worse. Overeating for any reason often leads to these same 
negative emotional states that then trigger more overeating. A study of both 
normal-weight and overweight women in Germany found that they felt 
sadness, shame, and anxiety after eating high-calorie foods—with the 


overweight women reporting the most intense emotional responses.® So we 
overeat when we’re sad or stressed, then get more sad and stressed when we 
overeat. In between, we gain weight, which is also associated with 
depression and makes everything worse. It’s another vicious cycle of 


“overeating, weight gain, and depressed mood.” 


Luckily, there are many ways to deal with stress. 19 The healthiest 
approach is to take steps to address the actual cause. That may mean facing 
the reality of a bad relationship, or seeking out a new job, or saying no to 
commitments that have you stretched too thin. Social diversion—basically 
hanging out with friends or family—also works well. In fact, of all the ways 
to distract yourself, socializing seems to be the most effective. 


What psychologists call “emotion-oriented coping”! is the most 
dangerous. This is when you blame yourself, day-dream, fantasize, and 
otherwise ruminate on your miserable life. Maybe lying in bed listening to 
sad music. Don’t do that. This often leads to emotional eating—perhaps 
because it just doesn’t work on its own. Awfulizing rarely makes us feel 
better. 

On the other hand, meditation and mindfulness have been shown to help 
significantly—a few minutes of pure silence and peace—and we’ll explain 
all about that in a later chapter. Similarly, studies of yoga for relieving stress 


and anxiety are very promising, 1? and have even shown that yoga can 


reduce preoccupations with food for those with serious eating disorders. 1? 
As we already discussed, physical exercise has long been known to improve 


our moods, and also seems to help us fight anxiety. 14 Exposure to nature 


helps many people. 1> You may have to try several things before you find 
something that works for you. But don’t let yourself use food as your cure. 
What about the flip side, when we use food to reward ourselves for 
something good? This approach is also deeply ingrained. Parents frequently 
offer food (especially sweets) as a reward for good behavior— which sends 
a very confusing message. As one pair of researchers explained: “Parents 
may encourage their children to eat healthy foods, but at the same time, 
reward good behavior with unhealthy foods. This teaches children that 
some foods are good for you, but the foods that are bad for you can be 


earned by being good.” 16 We then carry this confused and confusing 
philosophy with us as adults—and even impose it on our own children. In 
one survey of American college students, adults who rewarded themselves 
with food were significantly more likely to have been rewarded with food 


as children.1” 

But eating our rewards brings new problems. As we just discussed, 
these treats sometimes bring their own emotional baggage—the guilty 
pleasures carry a lot of guilt. If our “reward” makes us feel sad, anxious, 
and ashamed, it’s not much of a reward, is it? This seems to be more of an 
issue for women than men, presumably because of the greater stigma our 


culture attaches to overweight women. 18 And it’s worst of all for women 


ona diet.19 

One of the reasons we reward ourselves is because of something called 
“licensing.” And licensing is something we do all the time, in all kinds of 
environments. A study done on reusable shopping bags revealed that while 
people who brought their own bags bought more organic food (maybe not 
that surprising), they also bought more junk food, specifically cookies and 
chips. The good deed of bringing their own bag seemed to give them a 


license to be more indulgent in their shopping.?0 When we do something 
we see as virtuous, we allow ourselves more treats. 

But all these rewards can easily get out of hand. Is getting your kids into 
bed or finishing up some work really worth rewarding yourself with an 
onslaught of late-night calories? Remember, this isn’t about going out to 
celebrate an anniversary or a raise. This is about offering ourselves treats 
for completing the mundane tasks of every day. 

Buddha taught that when we do good and virtuous things, we should do 
so without expectation of reward. We should do them because they are the 
right thing to do, not because they give us a free pass to destroy a slice of 
cheesecake. 

You will slip up, of course, now and again. These are hard habits to 
break. But think carefully about just how often you are granting yourself 
these rewards and comforts, and see them for what they are—a temporary 
fix that can cause a lasting problem. And remember the lesson of the 
Hungry Ghosts: the unsettled self can never be sated with food. 


CHAPTER 13 


Food for Thought, Thought for Food 


ONE OF BUDDHA’S MANY RULES FOR HIS MONKS AND nuns was that they 


should eat their food “with attention focused on the bowl.” t It seems odd— 
maybe even a bit rude. What’s wrong with a little eye contact during the 
meal? Maybe even some chitchat. Why treat lunch like a funeral? 

It was probably Buddha’s way of encouraging mindful eating. 

There’s been a lot of attention paid lately to mindfulness—corporations 
now offer mindfulness workshops to their employees, and elementary 
schools teach children mindfulness to help with empathy and anxiety. 
Mindfulness is now so popular as a strategy, a concept, a practice, that it’s 
become a bit of a buzzword. 

And it’s extended to eating, too. A few experts say we should be 
mindful of what we are eating, how we are eating it, and where it came 


from. Some promise weight loss if we concentrate hard and chew our food 
30 to 50 times. That’s each bite—and it’s next to impossible. By the time 
you’re ready to swallow this one pulpy morsel, you’ve probably already 
forgotten what the food even was, the exact opposite of mindfulness. It’s 
become unidentifiable goop in your mouth, smothered in saliva. 

But under all this hype is something very valuable, especially as it 
relates to food. When we don’t eat mindfully, we eat mindlessly. Two 
researchers from Cornell asked 139 people how many food-related 
decisions they made in a typical day—decisions like when, what, how 


much, where, and with whom they would eat.” Not only did they find that 
people were making most of these decisions unconsciously—participants 


underestimated the number of decisions by over 200. That’s 200 mindless 
food-related decisions in just one day. And mindless eating almost always 
means eating poorly and too much. 

So how do we practice mindful eating effectively? The first step is to 
recognize just what kind of mindless eating you’re most likely to do. 
Though there are all sorts of reasons we eat mindlessly, they fall more or 
less into three buckets. We’ll call them Meal Multitasking, Emotional 
Eating, and Full Not Finished. 

The first type of mindless eating is something we all do now and again, 
fitting eating into something else we have to, or want to do. We’re Meal 
Multitasking. Maybe you’re hurrying to get somewhere and so you eat on 
the go, sneaking bites between stop lights. Or maybe you’re on your laptop, 
trying to get some work done while eating your lunch. Or—something we 
all have done at one point or another—you’re spending your evenings 
eating in front of the TV. 

You can probably think of lots of cases of Meal Multitasking in your 
own life, but consider the extreme example of the movie theater. Eyes glued 
to the screen, we devour handful after handful of junk food, completely 
unaware of how much we’ve actually consumed until the lights come on. 
Next time you’re leaving a movie theater, take note of the garbage around 
you, the popcorn knocked over, the candy boxes cast away, the lurid blue 
drinks tipped on their sides. It’s the picture of regret—people stepping over 
the mess as though ashamed to be seen with their own bad choices. 

One study found that moviegoers ate 45% more popcorn when it came 


in a large container rather than a medium-sized one.* Our tendency to 
munch mindlessly was so strong, even people who disliked popcorn ate 
33% more when given a large! In another test, 62 women attended two 30- 
minute sessions, and were asked not to eat for two hours before each visit. 
In one session, they sat in a room with various snack foods, but were given 
nothing else to do. In the other session, they were offered the same snacks, 


but this time watched an episode of Friends.* In both cases they were told 
to eat as much as they wanted. On average, the women ate 55% more of 
their favorite snacks while they watched TV than when they just sat around 
for half an hour—even though they were probably more restless and bored 
without the show. 


Of course, no one is going to give up eating movie-theater popcorn. 
And having a slice of pizza while watching your favorite show certainly 
isn’t the end of the world. But if you’re doing this kind of eating all the 
time, your lack of attention is adding pounds, plain and simple. You’re far 
more likely to eat outside your eating window when you’re doing it without 
thinking. 

If this resonates with you, we ask you to do this: try eating without 
doing anything else. Not watching TV, not working, not driving, not 
scrolling through your Facebook feed. Just eat. You will be amazed at how 
different it feels. What you’ll notice is that in the absence of a screen or 
other activity, you are forced to actually look at your food, just like Buddha 
asked of his monks. And when you look at your food, when you actually 
pay attention to the what and the when and the how much, you will make 
better choices. Those choices will help move you toward your goal and 
keep you eating less, eating better, and most important, eating only within 
that critical window. 

Research shows that even tiny changes can have an impact. In one 
study, people were asked to restrict their eating at home to just their kitchen 


or dining room.” They lost weight as a result. Others were instructed that 
any time they thought they might eat when they weren’t actually hungry, 
they first had to say (out loud) “I’m not hungry, but I’m going to eat this 
anyway.” They lost even more. Yes, there will be those days when you will 
have to shoehorn a meal into some other activity— while you work, 
perhaps, or in your car. But it should not become a habit. If you’ve been 
eating so many lunches at your desk that you can shake enough crumbs 
from your keyboard to produce a whole sandwich, it’s time for a reset. 

The second type of mindless eating is Emotional Eating. We just talked 
about this in the last chapter, but it’s worth emphasizing again. Emotional 
Eating is when we eat when we are happy, sad, angry, or bored. And we do 
this for good reasons—studies have shown that even just thinking about 
traditional comfort foods makes people feel less lonely, perhaps because it 


reminds us of our emotional bonds to others.® But if you’re emotionally 
eating, you’re sabotaging this diet. Emotions aren’t tied to a time of day, 
and if anything, many of us find our poorest choices are made late in the 
evening as we attempt to unwind from the day’s stress. You will not 


succeed on Buddha’s Diet if you are allowing your emotions to control your 
eating and push you outside your window. 

The third type of mindless eating is Full Not Finished. This can happen 
even when you are doing all the right things— eating sitting down, with a 
plate, not distracted, not multitasking. If you’ve ever said, “I ate too much,” 
you’ve succumbed to Full Not Finished. When we do this, we don’t even 
get that feel-good boost that emotional eating can provide. We just feel 
gross. 

This usually happens because we are eating too quickly. As kids we 
often ate quickly because we wanted to do something else, like play with 
our friends. We tell our kids to “Slow down! Chew!” But as adults, we still 
haven’t learned to do this ourselves. And because we don’t slow down, we 
don’t stop until it’s too late. When our bodies have had enough to eat, they 


produce leptin, a hormone that tells our brains to stop looking for food.” 
But releasing this stuff, getting it to the brain, and then acting on the signal 
takes a bit of time. That’s fine if you’re foraging in the forest—you 
probably won’t find much more before the message shows up. But in the 
modern world, we eat and eat and eat until at last the signal arrives in the 
brain and tells us to put on the brakes. By then we’ve had at least ten 
mouthfuls more than we should have. That’s some of what’s behind these 
extreme calls to chew food so many times—it slows down your eating so 
the brain gets a chance to catch up. 

How do you know you’ve had enough? You don’t always. In fact, we’re 
so bad at judging how much to eat that our bodies often instead rely on 
external clues, like whether we’ve finished our plates. Just like those 
mindless movie-goers we talked about, research volunteers served a meal 


on bigger plates ate much more than those served on smaller plates.® 
Worse, they didn’t even realize it— 73% insisted they ate the same amount, 
and 19% thought they ate less! Similarly, people eating from a “bottomless” 
bowl of soup (refilled from a hidden tube in the table) ate almost twice as 


much as those eating from a normal bowl.? 

But by slowing down, and paying attention, you’ll get a much better 
sense of whether or not you’ve had enough. The goal is to eat so that you 
feel satisfied with what you’ve had, and enjoyed it, not to eat until there is 
no more room. Take a moment to breathe between mouthfuls. Try to notice 


what you’re eating, how it tastes, and how it makes you feel. That signal 
from your stomach to your brain needs a head start, and it won’t get one if 
you’re eating too fast. If Full Not Finished is a regular part of your eating 
routine, you need to heed the same advice you were given as a child: slow 
down. 

You don’t need to eat silently, with your eyes on your plate, like the 
monks do—just like you don’t need to stop eating immediately after noon. 
But Buddha’s Diet asks us to pay at least some attention to our food. This 
mindful eating doesn’t need to become an obsession. At first, you may need 
to remind yourself to be mindful of what you eat and drink. But with time, 
it becomes natural, effortless. You won’t be eating on automatic pilot, just 
for something to do. Instead, you’ll find yourself enjoying your food more 
fully, and noticing when you’ve had enough. 


@ «The one with the red sweater,” in case you’re wondering. It was chosen because it has “no highly 
emotive scenes or direct references to eating.” But it’s still pretty good. 


CHAPTER 14 


Romancing the Buddha 


IN MANY RESPECTS, BUDDHA’S DIET SEEMS A LOT EASIER for monks and nuns 
than for the rest of us. They dwell alone as solitary hermits or live with like- 
minded monastics following the same rules. They don’t get invited to late- 
night birthday bashes with friends, they’re not dating, and they don’t have 
kids wanting to eat long after their own eating window has closed. 

It’s true. Most of us live complicated lives filled with temptations and 
distractions. We might need to stay late at work or attend family get- 
togethers that extend long into the evening. Living with or around people 
eating on very different schedules certainly makes Buddha’s Diet more 
difficult. But lots of people have overcome these obstacles, and so can you. 

Dating is an obvious challenge. How do you stop eating at 7:00 p.m. or 
7:30 p.m. in the evening if you’re meeting your date at 8:00 p.m.? 

Lunches, brunches, coffee—all these are still options and perhaps more 
casual and relaxed than meeting for dinner, especially in the early days of 
dating someone new. If you’ve ever had a first date not go so well, you 
know it can be hard to wrap things up politely, except maybe by feigning 
fatigue—or in dire emergency, the dreaded fake phone call. A coffee or 
lunch date has a more natural end. Everyone expects we’ve got other things 
to do during the day, so it’s no big deal to move on. 

There’s also no sacred law that dates have to involve eating—or 
drinking. What we think of as “restaurants” seem to have first appeared in 
Paris about 300 years ago, but couples managed to meet and fall in love for 
many centuries before that. If you really think about it, watching someone 
eat a meal isn’t a particularly good way to get to know them. And while 


alcohol may help you relax on a first date, romantic decisions are probably 
best made sober. 

So consider nonfood options for at least some of your dates. Go for a 
hike. Visit a museum. Hear some live music. Explore an interesting new 
neighborhood or park. All these have the advantage of not requiring you to 
sit staring at each other for hours, and of providing some natural material to 
talk about. Many people find these sorts of active dates less awkward than 
meals—and you can do them inside or outside your eating window. 

And it’s not as if you can never go out for a late dinner or drink on 
Buddha’s Diet. You can use your cheat nights for dates. Some people find it 
helpful to stick to a rhythm for these anyway, so you can designate Friday 
or Saturday as your cheat day and venture out accordingly. 

For some people, dating may cause other eating challenges. Studies 
have shown that “interpersonal stress” leads to overeating, particularly in 
women. Scientists have gone as far as measuring the hormones involved in 
appetite regulation, and they found that the one that makes you hungry 
(ghrelin) goes up while the one that makes you feel full (leptin) goes down 


when women experience interpersonal tension.! And what’s something that 
can involve a lot of interpersonal tension? Dating. So be careful. Keep in 
mind that it may take extra effort to stick with Buddha’s Diet when you’re 
navigating relationship ups and downs. 

What about the other end of the spectrum: How can you stick to 
Buddha’s Diet if you’ve already got kids eating at all hours of the day or 
night? 

It’s usually possible to set up your eating window so that at least some 
of your meals overlap with the rest of your family’s—and the easiest to 
align are often dinners. So if your kids eat dinner at 6 p.m., plan to eat 
breakfast after 9 a.m., and preferably after 9:30. That may seem tricky at 
first, but it’s one less thing to worry about as you’re rushing kids out the 
door. Get your kids fed and off to school, and then take your own breakfast 
break later in the morning. 

Does it make sense to try to get your kids on Buddha’s Diet? As hard as 
it is to study nutrition in adults, it’s even harder to study in children. 
Controlled experiments are nearly impossible. This makes good data on 
kids’ diets very hard to come by. A lot of what experts recommend comes 


from pure observational studies, or even just common sense. So if your kids 
are growing up healthy and fit, there’s no real reason to make a change to 
their diet. You don’t want to create unnecessary food or weight anxiety if 
they are doing just fine already. 

Furthermore, research has shown for years that imposing eating 
restrictions on kids is generally counterproductive, causing an increase in 
their eating when not hungry, a decrease in their ability to self-regulate their 


diets, and ultimately weight gain. One study on over 100 parents and their 
kids a decade ago concluded that “parental control has no impact on the 
child’s diet? and “using food to control behavior was found to have the 


reverse effect.”? More recent work confirms that restricting certain foods 
seems to increase kids’ preference for those foods, and cause them to eat 


more of them when they can.4 


the kids leave home. 

What does seem to help kids is modeling healthy eating. One study in 
England surveyed over 200 teenagers living at home, and then followed up 
with them 12 months after they had moved out. Their results were clear: “a 
parent’s own behavior is a far better predictor of a child’s behavior after 


And all this only seems to get worse once 


they have left home compared to parental control.” Or put another way: “it 
would seem that what parents do, rather than what they say, has the greater 
impact upon their children in the future.” 

So if your kids are already struggling with their weight, modeling a 
healthy, sustainable diet for yourself may be the best medicine you can 
provide. Buddha’s Diet can help them develop good habits, like not eating 
out of boredom or stress and not eating late at night. Keep in mind that kids 
often have an even harder time than adults sticking to complicated rules 
around eating, and if they are eating many of their meals at school or with 
friends, they may have even less control over exactly what they eat. The 
simplicity of Buddha’s Diet may well appeal to them, and will help them 
develop a healthy attitude towards eating they can maintain forever. 

Your kids won’t be interested in hearing about the eating habits of an 
Indian prince who lived thousands of years ago, but they will understand 
your simple rule of not eating after a certain time. You can explain that the 
kitchen is closed after a designated hour, that you’re not running an all- 


night diner. They are free to keep eating if they want, but they are on their 
own. When the dishes are in the sink or the dishwasher and the table is 
cleared, you are done for the night. Maybe they’ll make a snack for 
themselves or maybe they’ll wait and have a bigger breakfast, but they 
certainly won’t starve. 

Sometimes navigating a diet with a spouse or partner is even more 
challenging than with children. Although some Buddhist traditions have 
relaxed the rules now, Buddha’s first monks and nuns weren’t allowed to 
marry or have any romantic attachments. They could live according to 
Buddha’s exacting regulations on where to sleep and what to wear without 
having to negotiate with anyone else. But for those of us living with another 
adult, much of life involves negotiation. And eating is no exception. 

As with kids, you should be able to plan your schedule so some meals 
will overlap with your partner’s—although he or she may need to meet you 
halfway. Maybe you can push your breakfast a bit later in order to match 
when they eat dinner. If one or both of you needs to work late, perhaps you 
can meet for an early dinner, and then go back to the grind. Or try the 
opposite—make time to sit down for breakfast with each other in the 
mornings, knowing that you’ll be having dinner too early to eat together in 
the evenings. 

Of course, you can try to convince your significant other to join you on 
Buddha’s Diet. But we recommend a very soft approach. Not surprisingly, 
“weight-teasing and other hurtful weight-related comments” have been 


found to be extremely counterproductive.® Studies have shown that even 
“encouragement” to diet by a significant other is generally perceived as 
“inherently critical and negative” and is associated with the development of 


serious eating disorders.’ The effects seem to be worst when it’s men 
giving such feedback to women—but no one seems to find it very helpful. 
So once again, your best bet to win over your partner may simply be 
modeling a healthy diet yourself. Buddhists tend to take the long view 
anyway and to forswear proselytizing. After all, Buddha believed we have 
all the time in the world—if we aren’t enlightened in this lifetime, there is 
always another. At the same time, he taught that each life is precious, and 
should be lived to its fullest. Whatever you do, don’t fight about food. 


Remember the study about appetite and interpersonal stress? People in 


distressed marriages have higher levels of that hunger hormone, too.® 

Once your partner sees you looking and feeling great, they may well 
take the plunge on their own. Remember, too, that while not everyone is 
dissatisfied with their weight, many of us would like to change the types of 
food we’re eating. Your spouse or partner may find that by following the 
simple rules of Buddha’s Diet, they eat less junk, drink less alcohol, and 
sleep better. And whether they decide to try the diet or not, they’ll soon be 
getting a healthier, happier partner—you. 


CHAPTER 15 


Buddha at Work 


ANOTHER OBSTACLE MANY OF US FACE IN NAVIGATING Buddha’s Diet is 
work. It’s a problem of simple math: if your eating window is nine hours 
per day, and you’re spending at least eight hours each day on the job, then 
chances are you’ll need to do some of your eating at work. And we’re 
including all kinds of work here. If you’re a stay-at-home parent, you may 
be even more susceptible to poor eating choices, and your work day extends 
much longer than nine hours. If you do shift work at odd times, you’ll have 
other special challenges to consider. 

Eating in a healthy way on the job—any job—is not easy. As one study 
explained, “recent polls suggest that a third of employees felt pressure from 
their managers to work through lunch, with similar numbers eating lunch at 


their desks.” t Half of office employees polled said they had too much work 
to take a real break for lunch. If you’re a stay-at-home parent this may be 
doubly true—your schedule is dictated by your children, and they aren’t 
known to be accommodating bosses. 

One of the challenges with eating at your desk or while juggling kids at 
home is that you are probably eating mindlessly. At the office, you’re on 
your computer or phone, multitasking various things. At home, you may be 
trying to squeeze in lunch between a child’s checkup, a stop at the park, a 
few errands, and a nap—though probably not for you. We’ve already had a 
whole chapter on the pitfalls of multitasking your food; we just don’t make 
good food choices when we aren’t paying attention. And we won’t know 
when to stop if we’re eating on autopilot. You’re much more likely to have 
a healthy lunch if you give it a bit of focus. 


A real lunch break will do much more than help you eat right. Just as 
our metabolisms need a break from food, our minds need a break from 
work. We need time to recover from work-related stress—at the end of the 
day, but if possible also in the middle. Some researchers believe that the 
lack of time for this recovery is a bigger health concern than the sheer 


quantity of stress itself. 
A study of 103 administrative employees at a large North American 
university found that those who relaxed during lunch experienced less 


fatigue at the end of the day.” Interestingly, it wasn’t just working through 
lunch that left employees exhausted—socializing at lunch often had similar 
effects. Sometimes we need a break not just from work, but from our 
coworkers. 

If you’re a stay-at-home parent, this may be the part of the chapter 
where you’re shaking your head in dismay, knowing a leisurely lunch is a 
laughable concept. Maybe your only break from your diminutive 
“coworkers” is when you lock yourself in the bathroom. But there’s still 
good reason to make your best efforts to carve out a few minutes for a real, 
healthy lunch. A 2011 study of new parents found that young adult mothers 
consumed both more sugary drinks and more saturated fats than 


nonmothers.* (The nonmothers ate more healthy vegetables, too.) Perhaps 
that doesn’t seem surprising—it’s tough to take care of yourself when 
you’re so engrossed in taking care of your kids. But there are other things 
you can do to help support yourself throughout your work day such that 
your children don’t sabotage your health. It may mean you’ll eat during 
your child’s nap, giving your food at least 15 minutes of your attention. Or 
if you aren’t hungry then (or their napping days are over), you can use a few 
minutes the night before to give some thought to what you can make or 
pack for the next day’s running around. Whatever you can do when you 
have a bit of quiet (notice we say a bit—we’re parents, too) will help 
prevent those bad choices when you’re stressed, busy, and tired the rest of 
the day. 

The important takeaway, no matter your job, is to recognize when you 
are most vulnerable. You may have figured out that to succeed on Buddha’s 
Diet, you must be mindful of these high-risk times. At work, we’re in 
danger of making bad choices because we are stressed, time-crunched, 


overwhelmed, or simply not paying attention. That’s true whether you 
reluctantly find yourself in Chuck E. Cheese’s with your kids or trapped at a 
desk facing a deadline. 

For those in an office, there is also lots of evidence that bringing some 
mindfulness to your job will help your company as well as yourself. Several 


studies have shown that mindfulness can improve employee performance? 


and reduce staff turnover.® It even seems to improve creativity.” So taking 
some time to recharge and recenter during the day is likely to help your 
work in the long run. (And if you’re home parenting, you’ll be calmer, more 
mindful, and less likely to lose it with your kids.) 

When you’re eating at work, try to have your meals away from your 
desk and without holding your phone. Try to take a real break. You aren’t 
shortchanging your job, since the evidence shows you’ll be more productive 
and less stressed when you get back. Consider making breakfast a 
midmorning break, even if it’s just 15 minutes. Either bring your breakfast 
with you or find a cafe where you can buy something healthy, and just eat. 

If at all possible, make room for an even longer break at lunch. You can 
certainly eat with your coworkers if you’d like, but pay attention to whether 
this is stressful or relaxing. (We’ve certainly found ourselves eating at our 
desk as an excuse to avoid socializing at times.) If you’re having lunch with 
your kids, it’s probably a bit of both and can turn on a dime. Now and then 
try taking a lunchtime walk if you can. A study in Australia found that a 
short walk during lunch improved enthusiasm and relaxation and reduced 


nervousness and overall stress. This can be as easy as choosing 
somewhere a little farther away to eat rather than just down the hall or 
around the block. Best of all is if you can actually get to a park or any sort 


of nature” —but for many of us working in cities, that may be too much to 
ask. 

What if your job requires you to entertain clients in the evenings or 
otherwise eat late meals with customers or colleagues? If it’s just a matter 
of drinks after work, you can try the old teetotaler’s trick of soda water and 
lime—a zero-calorie drink that looks a lot like a gin and tonic. But if you 
absolutely have to eat at night, you still have a couple options. If it’s a very 


occasional obligation, you can use these nights as your cheat days and 
simply try to keep them to no more than once a week. 

If these late-night dinners are going to be more regular occurrences, 
then you may need to shift to a later eating window. If your eating day can’t 
end until 8 p.m., then it can’t start until 11 a.m. It’s not an ideal schedule— 
you may find it tough to get through the morning with just black coffee or 
tea, and eating so late in the evening is probably less good for your body 
than a more natural rhythm that follows the sun. But nothing is as bad as 
eating around the clock, so by all means don’t let the requirements of your 
job stop you from trying Buddha’s Diet. No diet works unless you can 
actually do it. Find an eating window you can follow and stick to it. 

Working at home— whether with kids or in some other capacity—has its 
own potential pitfalls. Not only are you always on call, but the temptation to 
snack can be very high when you’re always near your own kitchen. Staying 
disciplined and making good food choices when your day doesn’t follow 
the rhythm of an office can be tough. You’ll need extra vigilance and 
planning, but it can be done. 

Shift work—jobs that take place largely outside normal daylight 
working hours—make healthy diet (and sleep) even more difficult. Many 


10 


studies link shift work to obesity and other metabolic problems," as well 


as increased stress and poorer sleept (which themselves also contribute to 
weight issues). Shift workers tend to have less healthy diets, and to gain 
more weight over time. 

Of course, it’s very hard to limit your eating to a 9-hour window during 
the day if you are working only at night—maybe even impossible. As we 
discussed back in chapter 4, “Buddha’s Diet,” shift workers may just have 
to make the best of a bad situation. Again, the worst diet is one where you 
eat at all hours of the day and night—so even if eating only at night isn’t 
ideal, it will almost certainly be an improvement. 

Another way our eating can get out of sync at work is jet lag. If your job 
requires you to travel a lot, you’ll have to juggle Buddha’s Diet while 
changing time zones. The best approach is to get yourself eating on the 
“new” time as quickly as possible. If you can avoid it, don’t eat right before 
your flight, and fast until you arrive at your destination. Then eat a large 


meal at the appropriate time for your new time zone, and stick to your 
Buddha’s Diet schedule on local time. 

Fortunately, there’s some evidence this can actually help you adjust 
more quickly. The basic symptoms of jet lag—drowsiness and wakefulness 
at all the wrong times—come from our bodies' attempts to match our 
internal clocks to the expected light-dark cycle. But it seems when there’s 
no food during the “day,” our bodies will naturally shift to stay awake at 
night. So even if you find yourself waking up at 3 a.m., don’t order room 
service or hit the minibar. If you restrict yourself to eating during the local 


daytime, you’ll help reset your clocks more quickly. 12 

As an aside, many of us experience a mini “jet lag” every weekend by 
allowing ourselves to sleep later than we do during the week. In one survey, 
a third of adults experienced two hours of this social jet lag each weekend, 
while two thirds had at least one hour, and this appeared to be a contributing 


factor to obesity.1? In another study, sleeping in on weekends was linked 
not only to greater insulin resistance and a higher body mass index, but also 


to lowered levels of “good” cholesterol.!4 So please watch those lazy 
Sundays. Whatever your working schedule, you should keep a consistent 
eating window on your days off—and try to get enough sleep on weekdays 
so that you don’t need extra on the weekends. 

As well discuss later in the book, Buddha considered “right livelihood” 
to be one of the eight essential components of his path to enlightenment. 
Jobs are an integral part of life for most adults. Whether it’s inside or 
outside the home, nine-to-five or odd hours, sticking to Buddha’s Diet at 
work will be essential to your success. 

It all comes back to focusing on your food, giving it the attention and 
time it deserves. Your work has importance for lots of reasons. But 
whatever the value of work, food shouldn’t become an afterthought. Spend 
the time to make it the main thought, even if for a short while. 


CHAPTER 16 


Waste or Waist? 


AS CHILDREN, MANY OF US WERE TOLD TO CLEAN OUR plates. Sometimes this 
was linked to dessert. You can’t have cake until you finish your dinner. 
Sometimes it was linked to preventing hunger too soon in the future. If you 
don’t eat now, you’ll be hungry later. Sometimes it was linked to money. 
You ordered that expensive dish from the menu, now you have to finish it. 
And sometimes it was linked to waste, and maybe a bit of guilt. In other 
countries, poor children don’t have enough to eat, and here you are wasting 
food. 

People hate to waste food. But we do it. A lot. In North America, 
approximately 42% of all food is wasted, which works out to 1,520 calories 


worth per person. + That means every day each person wastes almost as 
much food as it would take to feed another person that day. All this waste 
clogs our landfills and greatly increases methane emissions, a powerful 
greenhouse gas contributing to global warming. And it leads to lots of 
wasted water, fertilizer, and cropland. 

In many respects, we’ve become more responsible about food. We 
worry about food safety. We buy and eat more organic, local, and humanely 
raised food. But we’re still throwing plenty of that feel-good food in the 
trash. And while plenty of food waste occurs during production, packaging, 
and distribution well before it gets to your shopping cart, over 60% happens 


after purchase. 
As we mentioned earlier, you probably grew up being told not to waste 
food. In a study of 122 American adults back in 2003, over 80% recalled 


being told to clean their plates after every meal.> Depending on your age 
and where you grew up, you or your parents or your parents’ parents may 
even have seen real food shortages during wartime, when wasting food was 
treated as an affront to your country. If you were to go back in time and tell 
your great-great-grandparents that today there would be so much food 
around that obesity is an epidemic and we throw food out on a regular basis, 
they’d probably be simultaneously incredulous and appalled. 

But here we are. 

The first step in reducing waste and eating only what you need is 
changing your mind-set. And you will need to waste some food now in 
order to stop wasting food later. You’ll see why in a moment. 

This process will be challenging— remember that you are probably 
trying to undo years of ingrained ideas about wasted food. What we ask you 
to do is at each meal, once you are full and feel like you’ve had enough, 
carefully consider whether the rest of that food is better off in the trash or in 
your body. In other words, you have a choice to make: You can use the 
garbage can or you can be the garbage can. 

The knee-jerk reaction may be that this food you aren’t hungry for is 
better off in your body, where it can provide nutrition and energy and not 
end up in a landfill. But remember, you’re full. And more than likely, you 
aren’t planning to crawl into a cave later to hibernate through the winter. 
You’ll be eating again in a few hours. You not only don’t need the food, 
you may even find yourself feeling lousy if you finish it off. Also, what you 
may feel compelled to finish could have zero nutritional value. 

So again, do you really want to be the garbage can? 

Being the garbage can means you eat more than you want to. It means 
extra calories, extra weight, and quite possibly the related diseases that can 
come with that weight. It also means you are ignoring the signals telling 
your brain you are full. Your body says, please dont eat that. But you 
ignore it, you spite it. You tell it, yes, I know you dont want me to eat 
anymore, but too bad, I can't bear to waste it. 

What if instead, you chose the right garbage can, the actual garbage can 
—or better yet, the compost bin, which at least lets the leftovers nourish the 
earth? Are you wasting food? Absolutely. But you won’t help anyone by 
eating it. If you genuinely feel that you will eat it tomorrow, or for your 


next meal, by all means save it. If you’re at a restaurant, take it to go. But 
think carefully about this, too. Sometimes taking food to go just means 
you’re going to discover the mystery box in the back of the fridge a week 
later and toss it then—wasting both the food and the extra packaging. You 
know yourself better than anyone else. Be honest. Are you going to eat it 
later? No? Then compost it now. 

Forcing ourselves to finish our plates means giving someone else 
control over how much we eat. It could be the chef at the restaurant or the 
packager of the ingredients or even a partner or friend, if you’re lucky 
enough to have someone else do the cooking—but it’s not you or your 
body. Think about the last time you went out for pasta. Like most of us, you 
probably finished your plate of penne or ravioli or whatever you ordered. 
Now what are the chances that the cook knew precisely how much you 
wanted to eat and served you exactly that much? Basically zero. Maybe you 
ate at a homestyle restaurant that heaps the plates full like an Italian 
grandmother, or maybe it was a fussy little place that serves tiny portions 
that look more like artwork, but either way the amount of food you got had 
little to do with how much you needed, let alone how much you wanted. 

Much of the time, we don’t even know how much we’re eating. Many 
studies have shown how susceptible we are to visual cues about how much 
to eat. In one, diners who used a larger (10-inch) plate served themselves 
50% more at an all-you-can-eat Chinese buffet than diners who used a 
smaller (8-inch) one. But they didn’t just take more and eat more—they 


wasted 135% more, too.* The same researchers conducted another study 
where they randomly assigned people to two buffets—one with 9-inch 
plates and one with 11-inch plates—and told them they only had time to 
serve themselves once. In this case, the diners with larger plates took 90% 
more. 

These biases are deeply ingrained. Most of the volunteers in these 
studies vehemently denied that factors like plate size had anything to do 
with how much they ate. The good news is that this means most people 
using smaller plates will eat less and waste less and not even notice. The 
best way to waste less food is to serve yourself less food—and one way to 
serve less food is to use smaller plates. This isn’t always easy. Two 
scientists studied vintage dinnerware for sale on eBay and found that 


American plates have gotten 23% bigger since 1900.° By looking at 
depictions of the Last Supper, they found that this trend goes back at least a 


thousand years, with plate size increasing about 69% since the year 1000!© 
To switch to small plates, you’ ll need to buck this trend. 

If you have children, you will also need to be careful about a few more 
things. First, kids are even more susceptible to these visual cues than adults 


—so the bigger the bowl or plate, the more food they’ ll take.’ Sometimes 
that’s good— we want our kids to eat—but it can also lead to more waste. 
So as parents, it’s important not to let yourself start eating their meal, too. 
When it’s time to clear the dishes, it’s tempting to eat those last few bites of 
whatever’s leftover rather than “wasting” the food you may have worked 
hard to cook—even when you’re plenty full yourself. You have to stop that. 
Don’t worry about finishing off your own plate—and definitely don’t finish 
anyone else’s, either. 

Something else to note about children is that we are always modeling 
for them. Remember that signal that tells us when to stop eating? Kids have 


it, too—even toddlers.® Encouraging them to continue eating (either with 
rewards like desserts or with threats of punishment) will eventually lead 


them to ignore that signal entirely. Pressuring children to clean their plate 
will only lead to more waste and bigger waists when they get older. 

Those living alone have their own obstacles. A study in the United 
Kingdom found that four-person households generated less than half the 


food waste per person as people living alone. 10 You might expect the 
opposite—that those big families with kids would be wasting tons of food. 
But the reason is likely that cooking just one portion is sometimes difficult, 
and raw ingredients are often sold in larger quantities. This can make 
overeating a real temptation for single people. 

No one wants to waste food. Much of our desire not to waste is well- 
meaning. Once you can curb your tendency to overeat this excess, you’ll 
get a better sense of how much you are wasting, which will in turn inform 
the amount you buy. All this will lead to less waste without overeating. 

In the meantime, it’s okay to throw things out. Just learn from it. Next 
time, buy less. Serve less. Order less. In a way, it’s a return to those old 
values about food and waste. Before this modern age of cheap food, people 


wasted less because they had less to waste. As a World War II poster 
implored: “A clear plate means a clear conscience. Don’t take more than 
you can eat.” 

The most obvious place you’ll struggle with the impact of this new 
mentality is at the grocery store. These stores have evolved over time. 
Generations ago people shopped at multiple places for their groceries. They 
stopped at the butcher for their meat, the bakery for their bread. And they 
generally did this every day, buying just as much as they needed for the 
next few meals. But now we want a one-stop shop. We’re busy. The new 
norm is to shop at places like Costco or Big Lots where we can get our 
groceries and our televisions at once—and the bigger the better, for both. 
Volume buying is encouraged even in regular grocery stores. You may have 
to recondition yourself to resist the myriad “buy one, get one free” 
promotions so prevalent these days. Do you need two? If it gets wasted, the 
fact that it’s free isn’t anything to feel good about. 

It’s important when you buy groceries to be honest about your 
intentions. They may be good (I’m going to cook every night this week!) but 
then you find that by midweek all the optimism behind that organic three- 
pack of romaine lettuce has been crushed by the business of work or school 
or simply life. A week later, you’re not sure it’s good anymore. A couple 
days after that, you’re sure it’s not. So into the trash it goes. Be realistic 
about your cooking plans, not aspirational. Maybe allow yourself to shop 
more often, buying less each time. You probably have a very good sense for 
what you’re likely to cook today, and a pretty good sense for tomorrow. But 
most of our cooking predictions get haphazard beyond that. An extra trip to 
the grocery store is probably a lot less wasteful than a discarded meal or 
two worth of food. 

As you adjust to buying less, you’ ll toss less, too. At first you may find 
yourself grocery shopping too often as you figure out how much you’re 
actually eating. But soon you’ll find a happy medium. You’ll eat less. 
You’ ll waste less. 

You’ll have to readjust at restaurants, too. The custom now is for the 
waitstaff to encourage appetizers, and to leave bread on the table. Before 
we’ve even decided on what we want to eat, we’re already eating—maybe 
even overeating. And unless you really like leftovers, portions are often far 
too big. It’s fine to order an appetizer and eat only that. Often they are just 


as filling as an entrée. Or eat as the Spanish do, with a few smaller tapas- 
style plates. Or split an entrée between two. 

Most important, remember that overeating is just another way of 
wasting. Yes, hundreds of millions of people suffer from malnutrition 


around the world. But your overeating won’t feed them. That extra food 
was already wasted back when you bought, cooked, or served yourself too 
much to begin with. Forcing yourself to eat it now is tackling the problem 
far too late. Overeating doesn’t solve the waste problem. And it creates 
potential health problems for yourself or your family that will only lead to 
other sorts of waste down the road—wasted time, wasted money, even 
wasted lives. 


CHAPTER 17 


Hunger or Habit 


MANY OF US HAVE A VERY LOW TOLERANCE FOR HUNGER. We tend to think of 
eating as something we have to do, not want to do—more like breathing 
than, say, shopping. And yes, of course, we do need to eat to survive. But 
we tend to exploit this fact, by including all kinds of eating urges in the 
need category. We exaggerate our hunger, using hyperbole when we are 
even slightly peckish. How often have you claimed you were “starving” 
when it was just a few hours since your last meal? Or, how many times 
have you heard someone say they were about to pass out when service at a 
restaurant was slow or their meal was otherwise slightly delayed? If we 
were all truly so desperate for food, wouldn’t the streets of America be 
strewn with unconscious, emaciated bodies? 

The truth is, often we aren’t even hungry at all when we eat. We’re 
eating more out of habit than hunger. And even when we are hungry, we 
usually eat more food than we need or should—because it tastes good, or 
because we’re used to big portions, or even just because it’s there. 

You may worry that you’ll feel hungry on Buddha’s Diet. It’s true that 
in the early days, you may feel some occasional hunger pangs. This is likely 
because you used to eat later in the evening, and you haven’t adjusted your 
daytime eating to compensate yet. And while it may seem ridiculous to 
think we don’t know when we’re hungry, we often confuse hunger with 
something else. Much of the time we eat because we think we’re hungry, 
when, in fact, we’re just looking for a distraction—from stress, from 
boredom, from sadness. So when you’re tempted to eat off schedule, take a 
moment to notice how you’re really feeling. Here’s a good rule of thumb: if 


you’re bored and hungry, stressed and hungry, or sad and hungry, you’re 
probably just bored, stressed, or sad. The hungry part is something you’ve 
trained yourself to tack on, because you’ve found eating to be a useful 
distraction in the past. But it’s not a healthy distraction. 

Hunger is often habit in disguise. Your daily routine developed through 
a long history of training your body to eat at certain times or in certain 
situations. The same way Pavlov’s dogs thought they were hungry when he 
rang his bell, you’re probably conditioned to feel hungry when you start 
your evening rituals, whether that’s coming home from a long day at work 
or collapsing on the couch after the kids are in bed. 

But the good news is that you can train yourself not to feel hungry, too. 
Pavlov’s dogs could have been trained to do just about anything. They 
didn’t need to eat when they heard his bell any more than you need that bag 
of popcorn when you watch TV. 

Habits and routine are powerful, but they can be upended. New York 


Times reporter Charles Duhigg explains in his book The Power of Habit 1 
that habits are formed in three steps, which together form a “habit loop:” 


First, there is a cue, a trigger that tells our brains to go into 
automatic mode and which habit to use. Then there is the 
routine, which can be physical or mental or emotional. Finally, 
there is a reward, which helps your brain figure out if this 


particular loop is worth remembering. 


There’s nothing inherently wrong with habits. They save us lots of time 
and energy. If you had to consciously remember to brush your teeth every 
day, you’d probably forget half the time—which wouldn’t be good for 
anybody. Instead, you have a cue (like walking into the bathroom after you 
wake up) and a routine (the actual brushing) and a reward (perhaps that nice 
clean feeling in your mouth). 

Notice that there’s nothing in the tooth-brushing loop about avoiding 
cavities or freshening your breath. Developing cavities takes too long to 
function as a reward—our brain needs a signal right away for the loop to 
take hold, and for better or worse most of us can’t really smell our own 
breath. So while these habit loops generally start with some larger, loftier 
goal, they exist somewhat independently of our grand schemes. If a new 


study came out today proving that brushing teeth was completely 
unnecessary, you’d probably still brush yours the next morning. Once the 
habit is formed, it takes on a life of its own, regardless of the original 
motivation. 

Luckily, research shows that good eating habits can be just as strong as 


bad ones, so these habit loops can work in your favor.? The first step is to 
identify that initial goal. Let’s say you typically sit in front of the TV at the 
end of the day and have a snack. Why? Maybe you’re trying to relax—but 
there’s nothing intrinsically relaxing about pretzels or chips. There’s no 
reason you can’t replace that bad habit with something else, a kind of 
rewiring, so that now you connect watching TV with something healthier. 
Maybe you always brew yourself a cup of tea and take that with you to the 
couch instead. Or maybe you use the TV time to get your laundry folded. 
Not as fun as eating a bowl of ice cream, but way more productive and not 
even slightly fattening. 

Or you can create a new trigger. Maybe every night after you’ve done 
the dishes, you give yourself some time for goofing off on Facebook or 
reading a magazine or a good book. The cue is finishing with the kitchen, 
the routine is the browsing or reading, and the reward is that same sense of 
calm and relaxation at the end of a busy day—but without the calories. Do 
this enough times and it will become automatic. You may not even think 
about the junk food after a while. 

Duhigg himself gives the example of snacking at work. What’s the real 
goal there? Probably not actual hunger. Is it just a way to interrupt your 
boredom? If so, “you can easily find another release,” he explains, “such as 
taking a quick walk or giving yourself three minutes on the Internet” which 


provides yourself “the same release without adding to your waistline.”4 
(We assume he’s just kidding about the three-minutes part—but try to keep 
it under thirty.) 

With all these things, the key is repetition. No one creates a new habit in 
one try—or even two or three. As Dr. John Arden describes in his book 
Rewire Your Brain, at first habits take substantial focus and effort. This 
engages your brain in the process. But after a while, your brain learns the 
pattern and reorganizes itself to make this behavior increasingly automatic. 


As he explains, eventually “practice will make it effortless.”> 


When breaking old habits, it’s often helpful to look for ways to change 
the surroundings that are linked to that habit or behavior. If you don’t see 
your usual cues, you won’t fall into your usual routine. There’s a reason 
doctors encourage smokers to try quitting on vacation— your environment 
is different and your routine is different. It’s as if your brain is temporarily 
rewired, opening the door to more permanent change. Whereas you might 
have smoked while having a break at work, now you’re visiting a museum 
or lounging on a beach, cues you don’t associate with your daily cigarette. 
Retailers have known about this for decades. A UCLA study way back in 
1984 found households undergoing “status changes”—big things like 
moving, marriage, childbirth, or divorce—are much more likely to change 


their brand preferences. ® Marketers have figured out how to use this little 
trick to their advantage. A woman suddenly buying prenatal vitamins may 
signal a new baby on the way, and that enormous life change is a perfect 


time to introduce other new brands and products.” To put it simply, change 
offers an opportunity for new habits. 

You’re not going to be able to go on vacation every time you want to 
break a habit, and we don’t recommend getting pregnant as a way to shake 
up your routine. But as you embark on Buddha’s Diet, you may want to 
avoid situations and surroundings that are associated with your old eating 
clock. If you always snacked in bed while watching TV, maybe you should 
switch to watching somewhere else. And it’s okay to politely decline going 
out to a late dinner with friends like you used to. Arrange a lunch or a 
weekend hike with them instead. Maybe explain what you’re trying to 
accomplish—good friends are also supportive friends (and statistically 
speaking, most of your friends probably wish they could change their own 
diets as well). Soon enough you’ll figure out how to make this all work, 
with earlier dinners and occasional cheat days. Eventually you may find 
that your old cues have lost their power, and you’ll even be fine watching 
other people eat after your own eating day is done. But by changing up the 
things you normally do, you’ll find that habit loop of round-the-clock eating 
will quickly fade. 

Of course, there may be times when you are really, truly hungry. First, 
know that there’s no reason you need to give in to hunger pangs. You aren’t 
going to starve. You probably don’t live your life like Prince Siddhartha’s 


early years, indulging your every whim and desire. If you feel a little tired 
in the middle of the day, you don’t rush off to bed then and there. If 
someone tells you about a great TV show at work, you don’t quit and start 
watching right away. You don’t necessarily buy every pair of shoes that 
catches your fancy. Yet somehow we’ve taught ourselves that hunger is 
different. When it comes to food, we’re all living like spoiled princes. If we 
feel even a hint of hunger, we grab a snack without a second thought. 

But there’s no reason to let hunger call all the shots. You can notice 
you’re hungry and not start eating the same way you notice you’re tired 
without jumping straight into bed. Try doing something else—anything 
else. Instead of eating as a distraction, find yourself a distraction from 
eating. 

If you’re getting hungry regularly on Buddha’s Diet, you may need to 
think about what you’re eating. Remember that proteins and fats are more 
filling than sugars and carbohydrates. As we discussed in “What to Eat,” 
though Buddha’s Diet is really about the when of eating and not the what, 
choosing the right what helps with the when. You’ll find that some foods 
leave you hungrier than others. High-fiber carbs like whole-wheat breads 
and pastas keep you feeling full longer than those made from white flour. 
Highly processed foods, on the other hand, are designed to keep you eating. 
And this may go without saying, but surrounding yourself with tempting 
food at night won’t make things any easier. Don’t do your grocery shopping 
when you’re hungry. Don’t hang out at a restaurant or bar and expect not to 
eat—at least not until your new eating habits have become very deeply 
ingrained. 

Even with all this, there will be times when you feel hungry, just like 
there will be times when you’re sad or lonely. And that’s okay. Buddha 
taught that there are no bad feelings really—just feelings. Painful or 
pleasant, they all pass. Cravings—whether for food or companionship or 
even shoes—are part of life. Sometimes they don’t feel good. But the 
answer isn’t to get rid of them, because you can’t. The answer is to accept 
them, decide what to do with them, and move on. 

You may not fully control your hunger, but it doesn’t control you, either. 
Not anymore. 


CHAPTER 18 


Keeping Your Balance 


THE TROUBLE WITH MOST DIETS IS THAT THEY ARE DESIGNED to be 
temporary. We tell people we are going “on” a diet, knowing full well we’ll 
be going “off” it soon enough. So it’s not surprising that losing weight and 
keeping it off is hard. Really hard. Most people who lose weight on a diet 


eventually gain it back.! 

To avoid this sort of weight cycling, it’s important to think of Buddha’s 
Diet as a permanent way of eating—a lifelong lifestyle—not a temporary 
fix. You don’t go “off” it after a few months. Our bodies were never meant 
to eat at all hours. Once you’ve adjusted to this more natural daily rhythm, 
we don’t want you to go back. And honestly, you won’t want to, either 
nonstop eating will start to feel unnatural and strange. Compared to the 
varied and extreme diets out there with strict rules about dairy or wheat or 
meat—not to mention the juice fasts, the pricey herbal supplements, and the 
diets that claim there’s some undiscovered trick or exotic tropical berry for 
losing all that weight—our experience is that Buddha’s Diet is a lot easier to 
sustain. 

Even though long-term weight loss is challenging, there are plenty of 
people who are successful for extended periods of time. Studies of the 
National Weight Control Registry—a database that tracks over 10,000 
individuals who have lost weight and kept it off—reveal that there are some 
common threads among those who’ve nailed it. The first is that most of 


these people had some sort of “triggering event.”* For a few, this is a 
medical issue—anything from sleep apnea or back pain to varicose veins or 
aching legs. For others, especially women, it’s an emotional trigger, such as 


(and this is an actual quote from a study on triggers): “my husband left me 
and my lawyer told me it was because I was fat.” 

We hope you haven’t experienced any of these—and we’ll assume that 
lawyer has been reborn as a slug, or will be soon. But whatever prompted 
you to try Buddha’s Diet in the first place, keep that same trigger in mind as 
the pounds come off and you move into the maintenance phase. And if you 
haven’t had the classic “wake-up call,” don’t wait for it. Keep yourself and 
your diet healthy right now. Don’t let your weight force your hand. 

What else do those who succeed in keeping weight off have in 
common? Well, they exercise, which is probably no surprise. Exercise in 
conjunction with weight loss is always a bonus. You should be exercising 
already for all the reasons we talked about previously. And it seems even 
more important in weight maintenance by counteracting some of your 


body’s natural tendencies to regain lost weight.> 

A few other things stand out among the weight-loss winners: 78% of 
successful registrants eat breakfast every day. So that adage about it being 
the most important meal of the day may be especially true for those trying 
to keep weight off—perhaps because eating early helps prevent people from 
eating late, which is, of course, perfect for Buddha’s Diet. Also 62% watch 
less than 10 hours of TV a week— which makes sense. What do we know 
happens when we are watching TV or movies? Mindless eating. Cut down 
your screen time and you’ll likely cut calories. 

Finally, 75% weigh themselves at least once a week. Other studies 
confirm that weekly is about right when you’re trying to maintain your 
weight. Put another way, the best advice seems to be to “self-weigh at least 


weekly to prevent weight gain and daily for weight loss.”4 

All these patterns fit nicely within Buddha’s Diet. You’ll do less of that 
mindless eating once you’ve cut time from your eating clock. You’ll keep 
weighing yourself regularly. And because you aren’t going to be eating late 
at night, you’ll want to have a good breakfast in the morning that won’t 
leave you vulnerable to bad snacking choices later in the day. 

To some extent, time is on your side. The National Weight Control 
Registry also shows that your chances of keeping the weight off improve 
with every year of success. One survey found that individuals who had 


maintained their weight for two years reduced their risk of regaining by 


50%.” 

What happens if you find yourself tipping the balance the other way, 
and yov’re losing too much? If you are just starting out on Buddha’s Diet, 
this may be hard to believe, but it is possible to lose too much weight. 
Seriously. It happens. It happened to us at some point. If you’re diligent 
about your eating schedule, you will ultimately hit your weight goal—and 
maybe even drop below it. So what do you do then? 

The most important thing to remember is that weight loss is not a game 
where the lowest score wins. Lower isn’t always better. Being underweight 


poses real health risks, just as obesity does.® 

On the other hand, you don’t want to backslide into your old habits, 
either. As we said at the start of this chapter, this isn’t a diet you ever go 
“off” completely. Remember those poor mice? The ones who ate whatever 
they wanted, whenever they wanted, gained weight—a lot of weight. And it 
didn’t take long. In a few months, they were obese. You don’t want that to 
happen to you. You don’t want to be back where you started. 

Instead, as Buddha would suggest, you have to find a middle ground. 
You can try adding an hour back to your eating schedule, so you’re eating in 
a 10-hour window again, like you were in Step 3 of Buddha’s Diet. For 
some, that seems to be a good balancing point, where you neither lose nor 
gain weight. You can also try a bit more cheating. In those mouse 
experiments, mice who cheated two days a week didn’t seem to gain weight 
—although they didn’t lose weight, either. So you can try adding one more 
cheat day to your weekly routine. 

But don’t let 10 hours of eating drift unconsciously to 11 or 12 and then 
all the way to 16 or 18. Don’t let 2 days of cheating become 5 and then 7. If 
you find yourself slipping into old habits, and find the unwanted pounds 
returning, don’t beat yourself up. Just dial it back again. Return to the full 
Buddha’s Diet for another month to get on track, and then try again to find 
the right equilibrium for maintenance. 

You’ve probably heard the saying you can never be too rich or too thin. 
In our experience, neither of those is true. And Buddha agreed. He lived as 
a wealthy prince and as an emaciated ascetic, and rejected both those 
extremes. He found his middle way. You’ll find yours. 


PART 4 


PERFECTIONS 
ed 


CHAPTER 19 


The Wisdom of Saying Grace 


MANY CULTURES AND RELIGIONS PRACTICE SOME KIND OF ritual of 
expressing gratitude before eating a meal. In English we usually call this 
“saying grace.” Most Christian denominations use a variation of the 
traditional Catholic blessing: “Bless us, O Lord, and these, Thy gifts, which 
we are about to receive from Thy bounty.” American Zen Buddhist 
communities typically recite a brief passage that begins, “We reflect on the 
effort that brought us this food and consider how it comes to us. We reflect 
on our virtue and practice, and whether we are worthy of this offering.” 

A common element here is an acknowledgment of food as a gift or 
offering for which we should be thankful. Many people are hungry and 
unable to enjoy a meal. Perhaps we, too, have experienced real hunger. 
Before digging ravenously into the plate before us, we take a moment to 
reflect on our good fortune. 

We encourage this on Buddha’s Diet. You don’t need to say any formal 
prayer, but consider pausing for at least a moment of reflection. Think about 
what you are about to eat. Think about why. 

Establishing this tiny ritual will help you prevent mindless, reflexive 
eating. We’ve already talked about all the benefits of bringing mindfulness 
to the table, and this is a way to help yourself do that. Look at what’s on 
your plate. As the Zen chant suggests, reflect for just a moment on how that 
food came to you. Appreciate the small miracle of having enough to eat 
right now. 

Thinking more deeply about the origin of our food can help us make 
better choices in how we eat. This may be why people who visit farmers’ 


markets start to eat more fruits and vegetables, | as do people who 


participate in community garden programs. Of course, other people just 
end up with a crisper full of rotting vegetables—the cold compost of good 
intentions—and a belly full of the usual junk. Our goal is not to engage in 
aspirational shopping, but rather to force ourselves out of our usual routine, 
to stop eating so mindlessly. Frequenting these venues is another way to 
help us pay more attention to how and what we eat. And when we pay more 
attention, we make better choices. Arranging our lives to support and 
encourage better choices is what Buddha’s Diet is all about. 

Several studies have found that people who report being more religious 


or spiritual have a healthier diet. A study in Thailand found that adults 
with “Buddhist values” were better able to control their diabetes through 


healthy eating.“ This pattern even holds true for kids. One study of several 
thousand teenagers around Minneapolis found that “students who reported 
that spiritual or religious beliefs affected their decisions about a range of 
health behaviors, including eating habits, were more likely to report greater 


intakes of fruits and vegetables.”> 

Perhaps some would say those religious people are being guided to 
health by a higher power. But it seems more likely that they are simply 
being more thoughtful, making more conscious choices about their health 
and their diet. The enemy here is not atheism—many Buddhists are atheists, 
and Buddha himself was perhaps best described as agnostic. In one famous 
lecture, he criticizes teachers who claim to know God as being like a 
procession of blind men: “the first one does not see, the middle one does 


not see, and the last one does not see.”© He doesn’t deny the existence of 
God, but wants us to focus on our own experience in the here and now. 

Once again, the real enemy is mindlessness. Those teenagers who 
described themselves as religious may simply have been a bit more 
thoughtful about their lives and life choices. Their faith may have led them 
to be a little more present. That is how we all should be. 

The traditional Zen blessing before meals continues by stating, “We 
regard it as essential to keep the mind free from excesses such as greed. We 
regard this food as good medicine to sustain our life.” This is also important 
to remember. Hunger is natural and healthy. Greed is not. We are eating to 


nourish our bodies, not to distract ourselves from our problems or reward 
ourselves for our accomplishments. Eating should not be an escape. 

You don’t need to be religious to be on Buddha’s Diet. You certainly 
don’t have to be Buddhist. Studies have shown that the benefits of 
mindfulness are independent of how religious or spiritual you are. A survey 
of over a thousand adults in the United States and Canada found that 
nonreligious people were just as “moral” as religious ones—they just felt 


less guilty than religious people when they slipped up.’ In another recent 
study, children around the world were asked to share stickers with others 
kids in school who didn’t have any. Those who were raised religiously 


acted less generously than their nonreligious peers°—although to be fair, 
the authors admitted they didn’t have enough Buddhists in their sample to 
say anything specifically about them. 

So you don’t need to pray before you eat. But take a moment to reflect. 
Be thankful. Whether any specific religious entity is thanked is up to you. 
You might be thankful to the countless farm workers, the factories, the 
processing plants, the grocery store stockists and checkout clerks, all of 
whom brought your food to the table. If you grew your own lettuce for your 
salad, maybe you’re thankful for your own hard work, or the friends and 
family who helped (that part may be wishful thinking). Maybe you’re 
grateful for the sun, the rain, the soil, and all the rest. Maybe you ordered a 
pizza and you’re just truly thankful for the delivery driver who showed up 
and saved you from cooking. Or maybe money is tight right now and what 
you’re eating isn’t even that great—but at least you have something. 

Anytime we eat, there is something to be grateful for. The Zen chant 
concludes, “For the sake of enlightenment we now receive this food.” 
Pausing before we eat gives us one more chance to be mindful, to pay 
attention. Let eating become part of your practice. Take this opportunity not 
just to fill up, but to wake up. 


CHAPTER 20 


Meditation for Your Body 


INCREDIBLE CLAIMS HAVE BEEN MADE FOR THE POWER of meditation. Some 
are a bit outlandish—like that you can levitate into the air or stop breathing 
completely or survive for weeks without food or drink. There are even 
reports of monks who can generate enough “psychic heat” to dry wet 
bedsheets wrapped around them with just the warmth of their skin. But 
while certain meditation techniques do seem to raise body temperature a 


few degrees, and we’ll talk about some other interesting biological effects 
in a moment, most of the truly far-fetched promises about meditation are 
seriously unlikely. In any case, we don’t expect you to dry laundry with 
your mind—as useful as that might be. 

But we do think meditation will help you. And it’s really not that hard. 
We’ ll get to that in a bit, too. 

Most people associate Buddhism with meditation, and for good reason. 
After Buddha became frustrated with ascetic life and abandoned his small 
company of holy men, he sat down under a quiet tree in the forest to 


meditate, vowing not to move until he had found enlightenment. And find 
it, he did. From that moment on, meditation has been central to Buddhist 
life. Buddha went on to give countless lectures on various meditation 
techniques that are still studied today, and the tree where he first sat has 
become a pilgrimage spot for Buddhists worldwide. For many people, 
Buddhism is meditation. Everything else is window dressing. 

This is an oversimplification. Not all Buddhists are meditators, just as 
not all Buddhists are vegetarians. Particularly in Asian countries, many 
Buddhists visit temples on festival days and keep an altar or shrine in their 


home, yet may never have meditated in their lives. But in the West, 
meditation is often what first draws newcomers to Buddhism, and many of 
the largest Buddhist organizations here are dedicated to meditation 
instruction. 

Buddha prescribed meditation for a very specific purpose: to help us 
realize enlightenment. And enlightenment is not a strange mystical 
transformation. Enlightenment is a very basic and concrete state of mind. 
Enlightenment means awakening. To be enlightened is to be truly, 
completely awake. Back when Buddha first described the foundations of 
mindfulness meditation to his monks, he told them that if they just followed 
his instructions for seven years, they would be guaranteed enlightenment. 
Guaranteed! But then he corrected himself—maybe it would only take six 
years, five years, four years, three years, or two years. Then he decided it 
might take less than a year—maybe just seven months, six months, five 
months, four months, three months, or even one month. Finally, he settled 
on seven days. If they practiced mindfulness meditation diligently for seven 


days, that might be enough.” Even Buddha knew when to ease up. 

What does enlightenment feel like? We all know what it means to be 
awake, and we all know what it means to be asleep. And most of us have 
had some experiences in the middle, where we’re half-asleep or half-awake. 
Maybe it’s the few minutes before we doze off at night, or the seemingly 
endless hours when we’re daydreaming on a plane or lying at the beach. 

Think of these states of mind on a spectrum. On one end is 
unconsciousness and sleep. Then comes those moments of half-sleep and 
daydreaming. Then comes our ordinary experience of waking life. And now 
imagine that we extend this scale just a little bit further, say a half step 
beyond our usual “awake,” to a point where we’re fully aware, fully 
mindful of everything around us. That’s enlightenment: 


Half-sleep Awake 
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Sleep Daydreaming Enlight ened 


How does meditation help us get enlightened? What’s the connection 
between meditation and the mindfulness we discussed in “Food for 


Thought, Thought for Food?” And what does any of it have to do with 
dieting? 

Buddha didn’t teach meditation to help anybody lose weight. He 
believed that meditation would help us all live ahappy and awakened life— 


what he called “the attainment of the true way,” or ultimate Nirvana.* And 
he had a very specific theory for how it could do this. Buddha taught that 
meditation helps us reduce what he called “cravings.” 

In his first lecture after his awakening, Buddha taught that the cause of 
all suffering sprang from upädäana, a Pali word usually translated as 
“desire” or “craving.” In other words, we suffer because we want 
something. Being happy means being content, being satisfied with what we 
have and with the way the universe is right now. And meditation helps us 
let go of cravings and find that contentment and peace. 

Cravings, of course, are a problem for dieters, too. We’ve all had the 
experience of a seemingly irresistible urge to eat something we know we 
shouldn’t, or to eat too much, or to eat when we should be doing something 
else. Meditation helps. A group of researchers at McGill University in 
Montreal got 196 chocolate lovers to volunteer for an experiment. First, 
they were given some basic mindfulness training. For example, when they 
found themselves having chocolate cravings, they were told to “label them 
as ‘just thoughts’ and then imagine distancing themselves from their 


cravings”°—in much the same way we learn to let go of whatever thoughts 
or feelings arise during a meditation session. After this two-week training 
phase, participants were brought into a room and given some chocolate and 
told to unwrap and hold it but not eat it. Then the chocolate was taken away. 
The researchers found that this mindfulness training worked: volunteers 
who got the mindfulness training reported significantly less chocolate 
craving after this test than the others experienced. 

Meditation seems to help with dieting in other ways, too. Because 
mindfulness meditation asks us to observe our feelings but not become 
attached to them, it teaches what psychologists call “disidentification”—the 


process of separating ourselves from our own thoughts.® This can help us 
avoid negative coping strategies such as emotional eating. As one scientific 
review summarized, “mindfulness training provides a promising approach 
for weight loss and weight maintenance” because it “provides individuals 


with skills that allow them to mitigate maladaptive eating behaviors and 


develop positive relationships with food.”” It also seems to help us tolerate 
the discomfort associated with changing our eating habits. As a result, 
several recent studies have shown that mindfulness training alone can lead 


to weight loss.8 

And not just weight loss. Another review concludes: “Meditators 
reported significantly higher levels of mindfulness, self-compassion and 
overall sense of well-being, and significantly lower levels of psychological 
symptoms, rumination, thought suppression, fear of emotion, and 
difficulties with emotion regulation,” and that “mindfulness is positively 


associated with a variety of indicators of psychological health.”? Or as 
Buddha put it, meditation is the path “for the surmounting of sorrow” and 


“the disappearance of pain and grief.” 10 
How can meditation do all this? Scientists have studied the effects of 


meditation on the brain and body for decades now. 1} Meditation appears to 
make us more relaxed, and lower our blood pressure and heart rate. It even 
seems to transform our basic brain structure in ways that improve attention 
and our ability to regulate emotions. At least 21 studies have been 
completed on how meditation alters our neurobiology, documenting effects 


on many distinct brain regions. 12 

People who haven’t tried meditation often think it’s complicated or 
difficult, but despite the bewildering array of meditation techniques out 
there, meditation is fundamentally quite simple. In the Zen tradition, 
meditation is often called “just sitting” and is intended to be literally that— 
simply sitting still without any other plan or goal in the world. 

You don’t need fancy equipment or extensive training to meditate. Once 
you’ve found a quiet place to sit, here are the basic instructions the famous 
scholar and former monk Stephen Batchelor gives in his classic book, 
Buddhism without Beliefs: “Make sure the back is unsupported and upright, 
but not tense. Check to see if there are any points of tension in the body: the 
shoulders, the neck, around the eyes. Relax them. Take three long, slow, 
deep breaths. Then let the breathing resume its own rhythm, without 


interference or control.” 13 


See, it’s not difficult. Try following these steps: 


SIT COMFORTABLY: The traditional posture is to sit cross-legged on a 
cushion on the floor, but that isn’t essential. You can meditate kneeling or 
sitting in a chair if that’s more comfortable. But sit up straight rather than 
slouching. If you’re on a chair, don’t let yourself lean back. Couches are 
generally not so good. 


SET A TIMER: Stick with sitting until your time is up. You can buy 
specialty meditation timers, and several apps for your phone are available 
with nice pleasing chimes at the end. But any timer will do. 


FOCUS ON YOUR BREATH: Why do we focus on our breaths? You 
don’t have to, and some prefer to focus on a word or phrase, while still 
others attempt to empty their minds completely, “thinking of nonthinking” 
as the Zen masters used to say. But most people find the breath a good, 
solid place to start. It’s like a natural metronome, helping you keep time 
with your body. If you could sense your own heartbeat, that might be even 
better. But most of us can’t. 


NARRATE YOUR BREATHING: Buddha suggested that as you inhale, 
you say to yourself, “I am breathing in.” Then as you exhale, say to 
yourself, “I am breathing out.” If you notice yourself taking a short breath, 
say, “I am breathing in short.” If you notice yourself taking a long breath, 
say, “I am breathing in long.” Whatever happens, stay with your 


breathing. Be aware of each and every breath. 14 


EXPAND YOUR FOCUS: As you get more comfortable with this breath 
meditation, expand your mindfulness further. Try to be aware of your 
whole body as you sit. Change your internal monologue a bit. As you 
inhale, say: “I breathe in experiencing the whole body.” As you exhale, 
say: “I breathe out experiencing the whole body.” Pay attention to all your 
experiences, but don’t judge them. If you have pain in your back or your 
knees (which you might at first), notice the sensation, but don’t let it 


distract you from your breath. If you find yourself impatiently waiting for 
the timer to ring, that’s okay, too. Don’t beat yourself up. Let that feeling 
come and go. Sit through it. 


Start with a modest goal for sitting: 5 minutes. The first few times you 
may find this feels impossibly long, but it isn’t. Your mind will undoubtedly 
wander, and you’ll notice you haven’t thought about your breath for a 
while. Don’t worry. When you realize you’ve stopped focusing on your 
breath, just come back to it. Again, no judgement. This happens to all of us 
—even Buddha probably struggled at first. Return to your body and breath. 
Feel yourself inhale and exhale again. Relax. 

Once you can sit this way for 5 minutes comfortably, try 10, then 15. 
You can stop at 15 if you’d like, or continue up to 30. The nice thing about 
short periods is that they are that much easier to schedule—no matter how 
busy you are, you can almost always squeeze in 15 minutes. But some 
people find they get to a level of calm in 30 minutes beyond what they find 
in 15. Experiment a bit for yourself and see how it feels. 

Buddhists often talk about meditation as a “practice,” and this is meant 
literally. In a fully awakened life, we would be mindful of all things, at all 
times. But that’s hard. Our lives are full of distractions. So use meditation 
as a bit of a shortcut, almost a cheat. It’s the opposite of multitasking. We 
cut away as many of the distractions as we can to make it that much easier 
to fully concentrate. It’s like studying at the library rather than in your dorm 
room. It still takes work to do homework even in a quiet setting, but it’s 
much easier when we’re away from the distractions of friends and music 
and television and all that. And there is good evidence that this approach 
works, that practicing mindfulness through meditation makes it easier to 


stay mindful throughout the day.1> 

We can’t promise enlightenment in a week, and sitting still for a few 
minutes each day won’t necessarily fix a broken relationship or a bad job. 
Deadlines at work won’t be magically extended, and a dwindling checking 
account won’t spontaneously grow. But meditation will better equip you to 
deal with all these problems by helping you develop a calm center to return 
to when you feel yourself becoming overwhelmed or making bad decisions 
—- whether about your diet or about anything else in your life. 


CHAPTER 21 


Defiling the Temple 


WE ARE OFTEN AT ODDS WITH OUR BODIES. THEY BETRAY us in small and big 
ways. They get sore, they get sick, they age. At times, our genes mutate and 
fight against us, causing disease. Some of this is chance, some genetics, 
some diet and habit. But one way or the other, our bodies can feel like a 
foreign enemy. Even Buddha ventured awfully close to bodyhate 
sometimes. When his students got too full of themselves, Buddha liked to 
remind them that their bodies were filled with “excrement, bile, phlegm, 


pus, blood, sweat, fat” and other nasty stuff. t (Really, that wasn’t even the 
whole list.) 

We expect a great deal from our physical selves, and for the most part 
our bodies deliver, doing remarkable things in the process. They carry 
children and run marathons and sometimes even save the lives of others. It 
was Buddha’s body that let him meditate and teach and his students’ bodies 
that let them find him and learn. 

But we are also tough on our bodies. By now it’s not news to you that 
most of us eat poorly and too much and too often. We eat junk, which is the 
equivalent of tossing trash into our bodies. You could say we are cruel to 
our bodies, expecting that they will still perform, still work, even after this 
mistreatment. We know this is bad—we may even regret our choices as we 
are still chewing. But study after study has shown that when it comes to 


diet, our bad habits are stronger than our good intentions.? 

So why do we do it? Well, for all the reasons we’ve talked about— 
everything from using food to soothe, to being too busy. Sometimes we 
play little tricks on ourselves about all this, too: PII get in shape in the New 


Year. PIl stop smoking at my next birthday. I’ll eat better tomorrow. We 
figure we have time to change. Compounding this is the fact that it’s not 
always easy to correlate our bad choices with poor health. You may even 
have a relative who smoked a pack a day, ate whatever he wanted, and lived 
to be 95. It happens. 

Still, the science tells us that bad choices will catch up with most of us. 
Maybe not for a few years, but eventually. Yes, you may be one of the lucky 
ones who dodges the disease bullets. But the odds are not in your favor. 

The paradox of all this is that while we are pretty cavalier with our 
health, we spend a lot of time and energy worrying about what we look like 
on the outside. So much of the diet industry is predicated on the idea that 
we look, well, bad. Of course, some of this is couched in health, but vanity 
is a strong force and we are often motivated by how we appear on the 
outside, not what is happening within. Would we still wear sunscreen if 
there was no risk of skin cancer, but without it the sun still aged our skin? 
We might. 

The media is filled with examples of this body hatred. How else to 
explain the extreme photoshopping prevalent in just about every glossy 
magazine? Celebrities who do not fit an incredibly narrow version of beauty 
are eviscerated online. It’s hard not to extend these unrealistic and 
superficial expectations to ourselves—if famous, beautiful, successful 
people are mocked for how they look, surely the rest of us should be hiding 
under a bridge. And the results are clear: about 90% of American women 


report being dissatisfied with their bodies.> 

Though the most egregious examples of body scrutiny often come from 
the media, plenty of it happens at home and may be quite subtle. Parents 
might complain about how they themselves look—maybe they struggle 
with their weight or are themselves chasing ever-changing diet fads—and 
that message is passed to their child. A recent study found that even some 
four-year-old girls expressed a desire to be thinner—and that this was most 


likely in girls whose mothers were dieting.* That’s four-year-olds. “Am I 
also fat?” they must be wondering. Another study found that by age 13, 


fully a third of girls were “upset/distressed about weight and shape.”> 
All this attention to thinness can be dangerous, even fatal—and the 
prevalence of eating disorders in our youth, especially teen girls, is proof of 


this. The extreme desire to be thin is at times the stuff of dark humor. Dr. 
Glenn A. Gaesser, director of the Healthy Lifestyles Research Center at 
Arizona State University writes, “Over half of the females age 12-18 
studied would prefer to be run over by a truck than to be fat.” Run over by a 


truck.© & 

It’s no surprise that our obesity epidemic, coupled with this hyperfocus 
on appearance, has given rise to the particularly cruel and unhelpful trend of 
fat shaming. In addition to the emotional distress and discrimination to the 


recipient, it also doesn’t cause anyone to lose any actual weight.” Even if it 
is well intentioned, it generally backfires. In a study of over 6,000 adults in 
Florida, overweight individuals who experienced some form of weight 


discrimination were much more likely to become fully obese.® 

Even if you haven’t felt the pain of outside comments about your 
weight, you may well be fat shaming yourself, feeling embarrassed when 
you look in the mirror or hopeless and frustrated when you try on clothes. 
You might think this would lead to weight loss—that being shamed, either 
by others or yourself, would somehow be the kick in the pants you need. 
But there doesn’t seem to be any evidence to support that. Yes, some 
people, realizing they can no longer button their jeans may make the 
decision to lose weight on their own. But hating your body, or even being 
overly critical will not actually help you on Buddha’s Diet. Or any diet. And 
though it may be somewhat unrealistic to hope for this, losing weight 
should be motivated more by health, not by what you will look like. 

It may seem counterintuitive, but you must love your body before you 
try to change it. Why? Because this shift in thinking causes better choices. 
There is evidence that even very small amounts of weight loss can cause 


positive shifts in our body image.> It’s as if even this little progress helps us 
see that our bodies are not our enemies. And then this positive attitude 


makes it easier to lose weight, and to keep it off. 10 Improvements in our 


body image help us curb emotional eating, too. l! As you start to like your 
body again, you start to take better care of it in times of stress. 

There’s a famous quote from St. Paul’s letter to the Corinthians that our 
bodies are temples. Think about that. If your body is a temple, shouldn’t it 


be treated well—revered and appreciated? Why on earth are we defiling it 
every day of the week? 

This mind-set will take practice. But ask yourself if you would go to a 
beautiful church or temple, or a national monument or park . . . and litter. 
Would you stand at the edge of the Grand Canyon and toss your trash into 
it? We’re guessing not. But that’s in essence what you’re doing so much of 
the day. You are littering, defiling, and dismissing the very house, the very 
temple, that enables you to breathe. It’s a body that does a lot of work on 
your behalf. You should repay it more kindly. 

Think about all the things you’re thankful for, all the things that your 
body has done and continues to do for you. Maybe it has carried babies, or 
healed itself after a bad accident. Maybe it climbs mountains and grabs 
small children as they dart into the street. Every day your body does 
something remarkable. 

As we just described in the last chapter, Buddha taught his disciples to 
meditate on their body, to experience their body—their whole body—with 
each breath. This is the only body we have. It won’t last forever. Everything 
we accomplish in this life—whether it’s cooking a meal, hugging a friend, 
or finding enlightenment—we have to do through the one body we have. 

As the great Japanese Zen master Eihei Dogen said, “The living body of 


this one day is a living body to revere.” 12 You have one lifetime right now, 
full of gifts and experiences. It’s your body that makes those gifts and 
experiences possible. Try to remember times you were overwhelmingly 
grateful for the way your body performed and consider how you can best 
repay it. It’s not that you can never eat junk food again. You can. But treat 
your body like a good friend. You will find that you will be more motivated 
to give it better food and the free-for-all style of eating whatever, whenever 
will begin to melt away. 

à The figure must be 100% for a small car 


CHAPTER 22 


Living Like a Buddha 


BUDDHA WASN’T A DIET GURU. HE WASN’T TALKING ABOUT mindfulness to 
help people lose weight, or get in shape, or reduce stress. He wanted us to 
aim much higher than that. He preached what he felt was an entirely new 
path based on his newfound “middle way,” which he said “gives rise to 
vision, which gives rise to knowledge, which leads to peace, to direct 
knowledge, to enlightenment,” and ultimately to Nirvana. He wouldn’t be 
content with us shedding pounds. He wanted us to shed greed, hate, and 
delusion. 

Many Buddhists are happy to see mindfulness find such broad 
acceptance in the secular world today. As one monk and Buddhist scholar 
wrote, “if psychotherapists can draw upon Buddhist mindfulness practice to 
help people overcome anxiety and distress, their work is most 


commendable.”! But others have been skeptical, and even hostile to 
separating mindfulness from Buddha’s other teachings. One cynical 
observer notes that “there is considerable enthusiasm for mindfulness these 


days, as long as it does not threaten to make us wise.”2 These critics argue 
that mindfulness can’t really be understood without the original context of 


everything else Buddha taught.’ 

So what was the original context? 

Buddha talked about mindfulness in the very first lecture after his 
awakening. He spoke to a small group of wandering ascetics who had 
gathered in a deer park outside the village of Sarnath in northeastern India. 
Right away his main focus was on his middle way between the 


“unbeneficial” extremes of self-mortification and pure sensual pleasure .* 
He mentioned mindfulness, too, but it was just one piece of an Eightfold 


Path that all needed to be practiced together.” There were seven others. We 
needed to practice what he called “right mindfulness” for sure. But we also 
needed right view, right intention, right speech, right action, right 
livelihood, right effort and, right concentration. Mindfulness actually came 
toward the end, sandwiched between effort and concentration. 

If these eight seem like a lot to remember, it is. Buddha had various 
ways of summarizing the Eightfold Path, like combining the items into the 
three broad categories of wisdom (right view and intention), ethics (right 
speech, action, and livelihood), and meditation (right effort, mindfulness, 


and concentration).® But there’s no getting around the fact that it’s basically 
everything. How you speak, how you act, how you work—it all matters. It’s 
not just what you do when you’re meditating. And it’s not just being 
mindful. It’s everything. 

Why should you do all this? Not because Buddha said so. And certainly 
not because we’re telling you to. Buddha wasn’t relaying the 
commandments of any god or supreme being. He was sharing a discovery 
he had made about how to relieve suffering, what he described as a natural 


law.’ It’s a bit like Newton discovering gravity. Two objects don’t attract 
each other in relation to their mass because anyone decreed it—they just do, 
because that’s the way the universe works. Gravity was there before 
Newton, and it would still be here if he had never described it. Buddha felt 
the same way about his Eightfold Path. When we “speak or act with a 


peaceful mind,” he explained, “happiness follows.”® It just does. 

So you should do the “right” thing because that’s what reduces suffering 
in the world. All the things we know are wrong—lying, cheating, stealing, 
killing—they all cause suffering. And Buddha even took this a step further. 
It’s not just that acting immorally causes suffering—it’s that an act becomes 
immoral because it causes suffering. 

But don’t take his word for it—try it yourself. Don’t try killing, of 
course. But how about lying? We’ve all tried that already. How did it turn 
out? Probably not so great. And not just lying to other people—how about 


lying to yourself? We’ve all tried that, too. It’s a disaster. It might feel good 
at first, but in the long run, it causes suffering. 

This is what Buddhists mean by karma, by the way. Karma is Buddha’s 
word for this natural law of cause and effect. The Dalai Lama explains it 
this way: “If you act well, things will be good, and if you act badly, things 


will be bad.” 

Buddha did go into more specifics. As we mentioned early on, he had 
over two hundred detailed rules for monks and nuns. And he covered the 
basics for laypeople, too: no killing, stealing, lying, or sexual misconduct— 


he didn’t define this last one, but assumed we’d know it when we saw je, 10 

But these rules just scratch the surface. For Buddha, living “right” 
means living in ways that reduce suffering—either for yourself or for 
someone else. All the time. It’s a tall order, and it means thinking through 
everything we do. So “right speech,” for example, doesn’t just mean saying 
things that are true—although that’s part of it. We should also say only what 
is necessary, and what is kind. 

That’s really what Buddhism boils down to, thinking about the 
consequences of our actions and always choosing the ones that reduce 
suffering. That’s why the Dalai Lama himself has said, “My true religion is 


Kindness.” 14 

And does it work? Can we really relieve suffering in ourselves and 
others? 

Yes and no. When something painful happens to us, we don’t just feel 
the immediate pain—we also have feelings about the pain, like sadness, 
anger, or regret. So we have two unpleasant feelings—a physical one and a 


mental one. Buddha described this as like being struck by two arrows. 12 
The first arrow we can’t avoid—pain hurts, whether we want it to or not. 
But the second arrow is our own choice. 

Buddhist practice is about avoiding these second arrows—not shooting 
them and not receiving them. Maybe you have to give bad news to a friend 
or offer honest criticism to a coworker. It may hurt the person you’re 
telling, like that first arrow. But we can say even painful words with 
kindness. We don’t have to fire a second arrow with the way we speak. 


It’s not always easy to be kind. And none of us is kind all the time. But 
kindness matters. 

Keep in mind that this kindness also applies to yourself. You are a 
sentient being, worthy of compassion. Buddha’s path isn’t intended to be 
easy. Some advanced students spend long hours every day in meditation, 
and that’s physically and mentally difficult even for experienced 
practitioners. But it should never be brutal. It’s all about that middle way. 
Don’t let yourself off the hook by taking shortcuts. But don’t beat yourself 
up if you falter now and then. 

Zen master Eihei Dogen once wrote: “To study the Buddha way is to 


study the self.”13 This is exactly what Buddha himself did during his years 
as a wandering ascetic—he studied himself and tried to figure out which 
practices worked for him and which didn’t. Buddha’s Diet asks you to do 
the same thing. In a sense, you’ll become your body’s own data scientist, 
observing yourself as you eat to see what works for you and what doesn’t. 
And the same applies to the rest of life—it may take some trial and error to 
learn which actions cause suffering and which relieve it. But you can’t do 
this if you’re not paying attention. This is the essence of Buddha’s teachings 
—to pay attention to all our actions and their consequences. 

The very next line Master Dogen wrote is in some ways even more 
interesting: “To study the self is to forget the self.” Because at some point 
all this paying attention becomes second nature. The Dalai Lama isn’t kind 
because he wants to be. He’s kind because he has to be—because he’s 
always paying attention to his actions and their consequences. It’s easy to 
step on a bug or snail if you aren’t looking where you’re going. It’s much 
harder if you see it first. 

In time our speech naturally becomes right speech, because we pay 
attention to the consequences of our words. Our livelihoods becomes right 
livelihoods, because we pay attention to how our work affects everyone 
around us. And so on. Even our eating becomes right eating, because we 
naturally pay attention to when and what we eat, and how this impacts our 
bodies and perhaps the planet. Mindfulness becomes second nature. 

In other words, we wake up. 


CHAPTER 23 


Not Living Like a Buddha 


THERE ARE A FEW THINGS WE HAVEN’T TOLD YOU ABOUT the Buddha. Things 
that aren’t so great. But we think you should know. And we’d rather you 
heard it from us. 

When Siddhartha left home to seek his enlightenment, he wasn’t single. 
He was twenty-nine and had already gotten married. Just a few days before 
he left, he and his wife had had a son. But this had not filled him with 
domestic bliss. He named his son Rahula, which is usually translated as 


“fetter” or “impediment.” More colloquially, we might say “ball and 
chain.” Think about that. This wasn’t Siddhartha grumbling with his friends 
about his wife and kid holding him back—he named his son ball and chain. 

Then he left them. He snuck away one night without warning. 
Something about family life felt incompatible with his great quest for truth. 
They say he crept in and took one last look at the baby—his baby—before 
he disappeared. He probably thought about staying, but he didn’t. And it’s 
not clear that he said anything at all to his devoted wife—who, remember, 
had just given birth that same week. But what could he say? It’s not you, it’s 
me? That probably didn’t sound very convincing even two thousand years 
ago. 

In other words, before he became the Awakened One, the Enlightened 
One, the Great Sage of India, the World-Honored One—before all that, 
Buddha was kind of a jerk. 

This is one of the important lessons of Buddhism. Although the 
message got a bit muddled in later retellings, Buddha was not a god. He 
was not superhuman. He wasn’t perfect. He made mistakes, just like all of 


us. And not just small mistakes, either. He made some really, really big 
ones. 

In the end, Buddha’s family forgave him. His wife even became one of 
the first Buddhist nuns. At first Buddha would only accept men as 
followers, but he eventually relented, acknowledging his earlier refusal as 
yet another mistake. Their son, Rahula, was ordained, too. Both are said to 
have found enlightenment following Buddha’s path. 

Buddha himself never forgot his imperfections. He never claimed to be 
better than he was. In his final speech, he told his monks that everything 
changes, nothing lasts forever, and they should always adapt his teachings 
as needed. Nothing was cast in stone. And in the centuries since, Buddhists 
have taken him at his word. When the teachings spread to colder climates 
like China, the monks and nuns stopped wearing the loose, flowing robes 
the Buddha insisted on in tropical India and adopted something more 
practical—basically gray pajamas, with lots of layers. Once Buddhism 
reached Japan, several sects even dropped the requirement that monks and 
nuns remain celibate and allowed them to marry. Here in the West, many 
Buddhist groups have moved even further toward complete equality of men 
and women—something the Buddha didn’t seem to think possible in his 
lifetime—and now give full recognition of same-sex unions, both for 
laypeople and the ordained. 

Not all Buddhist monks follow the original eating rules these days, 
either. In many countries, monks now eat dinner in the evening—though 
usually a small, simple dish. At a temple here in San Francisco, the tradition 
is to serve only leftovers, so they aren’t cooking a full meal in the 
afternoon. 

Keep this in mind. Things change. We try things out and learn from our 
mistakes. What works for one person in one time and place isn’t going to 
work for everyone else. Life is an experiment. You have to keep 
experimenting. 

Buddha’s dying words were, “Work hard and find your own salvation.” 
And that still sounds about right. 


we 


CHAPTER 24 


Beyond 


YOU NOW KNOW ALL THE FUNDAMENTALS OF BUDDHA’S Diet. Hopefully 
you’re on it already and enjoying the changes in your body and your life. So 
what’s next? If you’re interested in exploring further some of the topics 
we’ve covered in this book, you might consider the following possibilities. 


BOOKS ON BUDDHA AND BUDDHISM 


1. Buddha by Karen Armstrong. This is the best modern retelling of 
Buddha’s life. Armstrong is not herself a Buddhist, and brings a fresh 
perspective to the story that makes her book instantly accessible. 


2. Teachings of the Buddha by Jack Kornfield and Gil Fronsdal. As we 
explained in the introduction, the original Buddhist scriptures are long. 
And not just Harry Potter long—long long. Thousands and thousands of 
pages. Thankfully, Kornfield and Fronsdal—both Buddhist teachers 
themselves—have collected many of Buddha’s most enlightening words 
into this beautiful little book. 


3. Buddhism without Beliefs by Stephen Batchelor. Batchelor’s goal is to 
free Buddhist teachings from sectarian distinctions and create a new 
vision of Buddhism for the modern world. If you’re the sort of person 
who has little patience for anything overly “spiritual,” this is the best 
book for you. 


BOOKS ON BUDDHISM AND MEDITATION 


Each branch of Buddhism has its own distinct beliefs and practices—and its 
own unique feel. Three of them (Zen, Theravada, and Tibetan) have gained 
particular prominence here in the West, so if you decide to purse Buddhism 
on your own, it will likely be though one of these three styles. These books 
can help you get started: 


. Zen Mind, Beginner ’s Mind by Shunryu Suzuki, the Japanese master who 


founded the San Francisco Zen Center in the 1960s. His style is very 
simple and direct—he is the most prominent proponent of “just sitting,” 
without a lot of rigmarole or fuss. 


. Mindfulness in Plain English by the Burmese master Bhante Gunaratana. 


The oldest school of Buddhism still practiced is Theravada, and this is a 
great introduction to their “insight” style of meditation. Insight 
meditation can get a bit more technical than Zen, so this book has more 
detail and explanation. 


. How to Practice: The Way to a Meaningful Life, by His Holiness the 


Dalai Lama introduces not just Tibetan meditation but much of the rest of 
Tibetan Buddhism. 


OTHER TOOLS 


One of the advantages of Buddha’s Diet is that it doesn’t require a lot of 
equipment or paraphernalia. But a few things can help: 


1. 


2, 


SCALE: We recommend you invest in a good scale—and we love the 
networked ones that share your weight with your phone. 

FITNESS/HEALTH Apps: There are a number of good fitness apps that allow 
you to track your weight over time, so you don’t get hung up on any one 
measurement. 


. COMPOST BIN: A nice compost bin that’s easy to clean is a great 


investment. It can even be something that works indoors, and maybe fits 


under your sink if you don’t have much space. Remember that you don’t 
want to be the garbage can (or the compost bin) when you’re already full. 
Reread “Waste or Waist?” if you need a refresher on this. 


And really, that’s about it. There are, of course, many fitness and health 
books out there, and certainly a vast library of books about Buddhism. 
These are simply some initial suggestions. One of Buddha’s lessons is that 
you already have everything you need. The next step is up to you. 
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